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Now when along the way, I paused nostalgically before a large, closed-to-women door of 
patriarchal religion with its unexamined symbols, something deep within me rises to cry 
out: “Keep traveling, Sister! Keep traveling! The road is far from finished.” 
 
There is no road ahead. We make the road as we go… 
 
– Nelle Morton 
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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation examines the ecclesiology of the Emerging Church from a 
feminist perspective. I focus on the theological critiques raised by early feminist 
theologians regarding the patriarchal habits of sexism and God-talk, systemic erasure and 
exclusion, and the interconnection of clericalism and hierarchical power embedded 
within the church. These critiques reveal areas within the Emerging Church where it has 
failed to embody its stated vision of being an organic, relational, and inclusive form of 
church. Constructive engagement with the challenges and contributions of feminist 
theology presses the Emerging Church to more radically embody its stated vision.   
An analysis of the literature on the Emerging Church reveals its commitment to 
form a church that reflects organicity, relationality, and inclusivity in a variety of creative 
forms. At the same time, the literature and public conversations on blogs, social media, 
and in conferences raise questions about the Emerging Church’s predominantly white and 
predominantly male public presentation, and about practices of exclusion and 
marginalization within it. This dissertation provides a thick description of the Emerging 
  ix 
Church’s lived ecclesiology on the basis of a qualitative research study conducted on 
twelve Emerging Church congregations in the United States. The work of early feminist 
theologians such as Mary Daly, Nelle Morton, Rosemary Radford Ruether, and Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza, discloses the theological scaffolding that make the embedding of 
patriarchal and sexist structures and habits in the church possible in the first place. Their 
feminist vision of church as radical participation in Christ challenges the Emerging 
Church to keep re-visioning itself in light of the systemic marginalization persons 
continue to experience in the church.  
The dissertation concludes by arguing for the need to incorporate emancipatory 
language, God-talk, and symbolic systems into the theology and practices of Emerging 
Church in order to counter the deep-seated patriarchal habits and patterns within it. I 
conclude that to take itself seriously and achieve the substantive theological and 
structural changes for which its own vision calls as a living, participatory, and inclusive 
body of Christ, the Emerging Church must be willing to practice an explicitly feminist 
critique and take into account the contributions of early feminist theologians.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
WHY FEMINISM AND THE EMERGING CHURCH? 
 I helped to found a pub church. Over the course of several years, a group of 
friends and I frequented a favorite local pub every Friday for fish and chips. In a moment 
of convergence, it occurred to us that the pub was a perfect place to gather as church – a 
more ideal place. There were enough in our group whose experiences of church had been 
negative, hurtful, and for some even abusive, that a typical church building was a place 
they were no longer willing to enter. Or, to use the terminology of John Inge’s Christian 
theology of place, the traditional church building had become negatively storied.
1
 Like all 
places, the church was a place filled with meaning, but in this case it was negative 
meaning, meaning that developed as a result of shattered hopes and hurtful memories. In 
contrast, for those of us who gathered every Friday the pub was a place of community 
and friendship, a place where we could imagine engaging with the divine again. Our idea 
of a church in a pub was born. We thought this was a novel idea, something that was born 
out of our own imagination and experiences – and then I began to do some research. I 
quickly discovered that such creative imaginations about the forms church could take 
were an existing and increasingly growing occurrence not only in the United States but 
also in the United Kingdom. The more I learned, the more interested I became in the 
subject, in exploring and pursuing new imaginations and understandings of the ‘what’ 
                                                        
1
 See John Inge, A Christian Theology of Place (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2003), 37. 
Inge argues that ‘place’ is a locale filled with meaning because of what has happened there, the memories, 
as well as the hopes that have been constructed and encountered by people there. In this way, places are 
storied; a particular place has a particular narrative attached to it. Some who envisioned church in a pub did 
so because a traditional church building was now storied in such a way that it was no longer a place to 
which they would choose to go, unlike the pub, a place where they gathered with friends every week.  
  
2 
and ‘how’ of church and of the possibility of a church that could be good news for those 
to whom it had not been so. This marked the beginning of my interest in what is 
commonly referred to as the Emerging Church and to how I came to see its need for 
feminist theology. My engagement with the Emerging Church began there and continued 
until it became my research topic and the subject of this dissertation.  
 “Emerging Church” refers to a distinctive network of congregations within 
Western Christianity that seeks to rethink and reform the church in light of what it 
understands to be important elements of a changing culture and in response to 
experiences of Christianity and church as unchristian.
2
 In this dissertation I argue that 
Emerging Church congregations fail to embody its vision of a relational, organic, and 
inclusive church, but that they can still do so by constructively engaging feminist 
theology. The question of whether the Emerging Church performs an ecclesiology that is 
more organic, relational, and fully inclusive than traditional ecclesiologies is not 
arbitrary. The literature of the emerging church states that these three characteristics are 
central to what it purports to contribute to the life of the church as it moves into the 
twenty-first century. My choice to use feminist voices is because first wave feminist 
                                                        
2
 I draw the term from David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons’ book Unchristian: What a New 
Generation Really Thinks About Christianity…and Why it Matters (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Books, 
2007), which outlines the millennial generation’s predominant experience of Christians and of the church. 
Through an extensive three-year research project that included more than two thousand surveys and 
extensive interviews with “outsiders,” people who are outside of Christianity and church – both de-
churched and un-churched people ages 16 – 29, Kinnaman and Lyons discovered that outsiders’ overall 
perception of Christians are that they are “unchristian.” Nine out of the top twelve perceptions outsiders 
have of Christians are negative. The top three being that Christians are 1) antihomosexual, 2) hypocritical, 
and 3) judgmental.   
  
3 
theologians,
3
 who raised robust challenges to the church regarding the largely overlooked 
sexism and patriarchal practices embedded within it, also developed and contributed 
much toward an ecclesiology that would make for a more organic, relational, and fully 
inclusive church. 
I build my case by first setting the stage for the larger project – Chapter One. In 
Chapter Two, I offer a description of the Emerging Church, as it is informed by the 
literature. I present evidence from the literature of the Emerging Church’s claim of 
embodying an organic, relational, and inclusive form of church and outline the history of 
the Emerging Church as it has developed in the United States. In Chapter Three I present 
the findings of my qualitative research study with the twelve Emerging Church 
congregations and paint the picture of the Emerging Church’s lived ecclesiology and the 
ways in which they are or are not living into its own vision of forming an organic, 
relational, and inclusive church. In Chapter Four, I draw from biblical and other early 
historical materials on the church
4
 and from the works of early feminist theologians such 
as Mary Daly, Nelle Morton, Rosemary Radford Ruether, and Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza. I present the relevant contributions of feminist theology toward the specific 
aims of the Emerging Church and I make the case that the church as the body of Christ is 
indeed called to be organic, relational, and inclusive, and that it cannot be such a body if 
                                                        
3
 The early feminist theology I draw from is often referred to as first wave feminist theology. First 
wave feminist theology, produced from the 60’s – 80’s, rose out of second wave feminism and the women’s 
liberation movement of the same time period. Second wave feminist theology would be what arose in the 
1990’s; there is a difference between numbers in the feminist movement and feminist theology.  
4
 For example, those laid out in Bryan Stone, A Reader in Ecclesiology (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 
2012). 
  
4 
it fails to take into account the distortions of patriarchy to the body of Christ. Finally, in 
Chapter Five, I put forth feminist challenges to the Emerging Church that contribute 
toward the beginnings of a feminist ecclesiology that assists in increasing the Emerging 
Church’s faithfulness to the ever-challenging call to be an organic, relational, and 
inclusive embodiment of Christ in this twenty-first century.  
The aim is that by the end of the dissertation readers will be able to know my 
argument, how I build my case for it, and why it matters. When all is said and done, you 
may find that you don’t agree with me, but I hope that you will also find that you have 
gained a new understanding of Emerging Church and of the feminist ecclesiological 
considerations that must be taken into account if this promising embodiment of church is 
to succeed in the task of being good news to and for the world today.  
With this roadmap set, I begin with the immediate task of Chapter One. In this 
first chapter I present the research question and its significance. I introduce my thesis and 
how it came to be. I define the Emerging Church and highlight the salient points about its 
theology and identity that are central to this dissertation, as well as show the relevance of 
feminist ecclesiology for the Emerging Church and for my project specifically. I also 
explain the postmodern milieu that shapes and is key to understanding the Emerging 
Church. Finally, I detail the method used in this project and its frameworks of analysis. 
At the end of this chapter the topic of this dissertation, the thesis I bring to it, and the 
method by which I develop that thesis should all be clearly outlined. This chapter sets the 
stage for the whole dissertation and prepares the reader for the road ahead.  
  
5 
The Research Question and its Significance 
 Central to this dissertation are the claims that the Emerging Church is an organic, 
relational, and inclusive embodiment of church.
5
 Even a cursory review of the literature 
written by Emerging Church leaders and lay participants, and the literature written about 
them, reflects these claims and themes.
6
 As early as 1970, in an infrequently cited book 
titled The Emerging Church, Bruce Larson and Ralph Osborne wrote about the church 
                                                        
5
 I chose to use the specific terms – organic, relational, and inclusive – to represent recurring 
themes that are dominant in the Emerging Church literature. The terms themselves appear often within the 
literature (and in the book titles – see footnote below) along with other synonymous words. I chose these 
three, though other words could have likewise captured the themes.   
6
 The titles of the books in themselves point to these repeated themes: Kester Brewin, Signs of 
Emergence: A Vision for Church That is Organic/Networked/Decentralized/Bottom-up/Communal/Flexible 
{Always Evolving} (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007); Diana Butler Bass, Christianity After Religion: 
The End of Church and the Birth of a New Spiritual Awakening (New York: Harper One, 2012) and 
Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood Church Is Transforming the Faith (New York: 
Harper One, 2006); Steven Croft, Ian Mobsby, and  Stephanie Spellers, eds., Ancient Faith, Future 
Mission: Fresh Expressions in the Sacramental Tradition (New York: Seabury Books, 2010); Doug Gay, 
Remixing The Church: Towards an Emerging Ecclesiology (London: SCM Press, 2011); Eddie Gibbs and 
Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in Postmodern Cultures (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005); Tony Jones, The New Christians: Dispatches from the Emergent Frontier 
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008) and The Church is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging 
Church Movement (Minneapolis: The JoPa Group, 2011); Dan Kimball, The Emerging Church: Vintage 
Christianity for New Generations (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003); Brian D. McLaren, A Generous 
Orthodoxy: Why I Am a Missional, Evangelical, Post/Protestant, Liberal/Conservative, Mystical/Poetic, 
Biblical, Charismatic/Contemplative, Fundamentalist/Calvinist, Anabaptist/Anglican, Methodist, Catholic, 
Green, Incarnational, Depressed-yet-Hopeful, Emergent, Unfinished Christian (El Cajon, CA: Youth 
Specialties, 2006); Ian J. Mobsby, Emerging and Fresh Expressions of Church: How are they Authentically 
Church and Anglican? (London: Moot Community Publishing, 2007); Joseph R. Myers, Organic 
Community: Creating a Place Where People Naturally Connect (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007) and 
The Search to Belong: Rethinking Intimacy, Community, and Small Groups (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan/Youth Specialties, 2003); Doug Pagitt, Church in the Inventive Age (Minneapolis: Sparkhouse 
Press, 2010) and A Christianity Worth Believing: Hope-Filled, Open-Armed, Alive-and-Well Faith for the 
Left Out, Left Behind, and let down in Us All (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008); Phil Snider, The 
Hyphenated and Toward a Hopeful Future: Why the Emergent Church is Good News for Mainline 
Congregations (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2011); Stephanie Spellers, Radical Welcome: Embracing 
God, the Other, and the Spirit of Transformation (New York: Church Publishing, 2006); Phyllis Tickle, 
The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2008); Dave 
Tomlinson, The Post-Evangelical – revised North American Edition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003); 
Pete Ward, Participation and Mediation: A Practical Theology for the Liquid Church (London: SCM 
Press, 2008); Landon Whitsitt, Open Source Church: Making Room for the Wisdom of All (Herndon, 
Virginia: Alban Institute, 2011).  
  
6 
they saw emerging in their time as one that was organic, as in responding to “God’s new 
thing” as it comes to be known and “discovered locally, at the grassroots”7; inclusive, as 
in open to and inclusive of not only “the dramatic changes and developments in 
contemporary society,” but also to the questioning and critique of those inside and 
outside the church
8
; and relational, as in moving away from the non-Christ-like ways that 
have become embedded in church – hierarchy, clericalism, and other ‘outmoded 
strategies,’ “habits and restrictions of a bygone day.”9 More than twenty years before the 
Emerging Church came to be known as such, Larson and Osborne were already 
anticipating the development of this new kind of church, a church appropriate for its time 
and the changing culture.  
Concurrently, and inspired by the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s, 
feminist theologians were envisioning, advocating for, and actively working to transform 
their respective church homes in similar ways. Leading the way, Mary Daly was among 
the first to make a case against the church – “The Case Against the Church” actually 
being the title of the first chapter of her first book.
10
 In her book The Church and the 
Second Sex, Daly lays out the church’s contradictions, its habits of exclusion, hierarchy, 
clericalism, and especially its sexism and misogyny, as well as its overall obstinance in 
                                                        
7
 Bruce Larson and Ralph Osborne in The Emerging Church (Waco, Texas: Word Books 
Publisher, 1970), 91. 
8
 Ibid., 104-106. 
9
 Ibid., 86-87.  
10
 Mary Daly, The Church and the Second Sex (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985) originally published 
in 1968. For Daly, the church she writes about is specifically the Catholic Church.  
  
7 
the face of the changing times. At the time a Catholic feminist theologian,
11
 she wrote a 
forceful theological treatise for why and how the church needed to change and repent of 
its sin of patriarchy – the state in which she considered the church to be. She was not the 
only feminist to undertake this work. Since her groundbreaking work, feminist 
theologians have continued the work and similarly take issue with the ways church has 
been patriarchally performed and practiced, thereby preventing it from being an 
embodiment of church that can give proper witness to the body of Christ. 
 Early in my exploration of the Emerging Church I noted the connection between 
the Emerging Church’s aims and the work and focus of feminist theology. For example, 
the reforms Mary Daly called for were changes that today parallel that which the 
Emerging Church seeks to embody – an organic, relational, and inclusive form of church. 
But not once in the literature or in any of the related conferences that I attended during 
my research period did I come across references to feminist theology or the work of 
prominent feminist theologians – an omission that seemed contrary to the Emerging 
Church’s own desires of being relational and inclusive, and responsive to the hurts people 
have experienced within church. It was also not long before I encountered critiques made 
against the Emerging Church from those within the movement itself. Its most visible 
leadership is largely made up of white men
12
 who predominantly author the innumerable 
                                                        
11
 By her second book, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), she was no longer a theologian but a post-Christian radical feminist 
philosopher.  
12
 See Soong-Chan Rah and Jason Mach, with responses by Debbie Blue, Julie Clawson, and 
Brian D. McLaren, “Is the Emerging Church for Whites Only?” Sojourners (May 2010): 16-21. This article 
created a major stir among emerging church leaders and participants, responses to which exploded on the 
blogosphere for months to follow.  
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books written by and about the Emerging Church.
13
 Additionally, the concerns first raised 
by feminist theologians decades ago, including those of Mary Daly mentioned above, are 
raised by women involved in the Emerging Church.
14
  
These critiques raised questions about the extent to which the Emerging Church 
was emerging into the new embodiment of church it hoped to be and of whether it was 
sufficiently responding to the complexity of issues that needed addressing in order to be 
such a body. It was clear that feminist theology, especially the work of early feminist 
theologians,
15
 which addresses the structural and theological underpinnings of the ‘sins’ 
of the church, was a necessary resource for the Emerging Church if it was to prevent 
itself from falling into the age old patterns of male hierarchy and centralized power. 
Feminist theologians, in the tradition of liberation theology, worked both to disclose and 
undo the theological scaffolding that made the embedding of patriarchal habits within the 
church possible in the first place – its exclusion of women from leadership, its exclusive 
male language and symbolism for God, and its structures and patterns of hierarchical 
organization – and did so long before the Emerging Church began to take form. The 
                                                        
13
 See bibliography for an extensive sampling of the publications, though new titles could be 
added on a weekly basis. See also footnote 6.  
14
 As no books have yet been published on the topic of feminism (or women) and the emerging 
church, this information is primarily found in emerging church women’s blogs and from my conversations 
with women writers and ministers within the emerging church such as Julie Clawson and Debbie Blue. See, 
for example, http://julieclawson.com/2007/08/12/women-in-the-emerging-church/ and 
http://julieclawson.com/2007/08/10/to-the-men-of-the-emerging-church/.  
15
 Focusing and returning to first wave feminism is most relevant to the Emerging Church as early 
feminist theologians deal with the exclusions from church leadership in a way that subsequent generations 
of feminist theologians do not. The focus is not a critique of the subsequent feminist theological 
developments, but simply an assertion that first wave feminist theologians have already done much toward 
the work that Emerging Church writers purport to contribute to the life of the church today. 
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vision the Emerging Church sought to embody was similarly challenging,
16
 but available 
to them are resources of a wave of feminist liberation theologians who preceded them and 
who have contributed to the vision of a renewed church. Nonetheless, in the Emerging 
Church, was a growing number of congregations—some call it a movement17— that were 
‘emerging’ out of their hackneyed forms and intentionally re-envisioning church. It was a 
movement worthy of investment and theological contributions.  
 This work of bringing together feminist theology and the Emerging Church could 
not be fairly done if based solely on the judgments and critiques coming from outside the 
Emerging Church Movement. It was imperative to do research with the Emerging Church 
itself before endeavoring to address the critiques raised of the Emerging Church and the 
doubts I had regarding its faithfulness to its own vision.
18
 Central, then, to this 
dissertation, is a qualitative research study with twelve Emerging Church congregations. 
This qualitative research piece, not intended to be a full-scale study of these 
congregations, supplements the secondary source data and allows Emerging Church 
participants to speak for themselves regarding their experiences of church as organic, 
                                                        
16
 So challenging in fact that there have been many who lost hope in its possibility. The list of 
feminist theologians, as well as feminist women in general, who have left Christianity out of this same 
disillusionment is long and ever growing. Mary Daly, for example, just a few years after making her “case 
against the church” in hope of its reform, judged the church to be irredeemably patriarchal and incapable of 
the changes she hoped to see take place.  
17
 Tony Jones makes the case that the Emerging Church represents a new social movement, and 
thus refers to it as the Emerging Church Movement. See The Church is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology 
of the Emerging Church Movement (Minneapolis: The JoPa Group, 2011). And in their work, The 
Deconstructed Church: Understanding Emerging Christianity (New York: Oxford, 2014), Gerardo Marti 
and Gladys Ganiel affirm Jones’ assessment of the Emerging Church as a movement.  
18
 I use the terms ‘faithful’ in two ways: marked by fidelity to its own claims of seeking to be an 
embodiment of church that is organic, relational, and fully inclusive; and faithful in light of the normative 
and theological work that I will do in Chapter Four.  
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relational, and inclusive. The research also uncovers the ecclesiology actually practiced 
and embodied by the Emerging Church, rather than that intended or written about in the 
literature by Emerging Church leaders. The in-depth review of the literature, the 
identification of the three recurring themes of the Emerging Church as organic, relational, 
and inclusive, and the analysis of the findings from the qualitative research study, 
together helped me to identify the ecclesiology that is most prominent within the 
movement and useful for reflecting on the Emerging Church’s faithfulness to its own 
claims about who it is as church. It is, of course, important to note that it would not be 
fair to impose or reduce the clearly varied and diverse Emerging Church to a singular 
ecclesiology. 
 In summary, the subject matter of this dissertation is the ecclesiology of the 
Emerging Church in the United States as known through the literature and the qualitative 
research study of twelve Emerging Church congregations. My thesis is that the Emerging 
Church fails to embody its vision of a relational, organic, and inclusive church and work 
to reverse this by constructively engaging feminist ecclesiology. The aim of this project is 
to contribute to the Emerging Church’s worthy and challenging vision of being an 
organic, relational, and inclusive body of Christ. 
The Emerging Church and Feminist Theology 
 With the research topic, relevant questions, and the thesis of the project in mind, I 
will provide a definition of the Emerging Church, its most salient characteristics, and 
those that are most relevant to this dissertation. A full description of the Emerging 
  
11 
Church along with the findings from the qualitative research study will be presented in 
Chapter Two.  
In broad terms, the Emerging Church
19
 is a movement within Western 
Christianity that seeks to rethink and reform the church in light of what it understands to 
be important elements of a changing culture and in response to experiences of 
Christianity and church as unchristian.
20
 That being said, it has long been acknowledged 
that the Emerging Church resists definition. Though some have tried to do so,
21
 many 
within the Emerging Church, leaders and participants alike, assert its nebulous nature and 
often simply refer to it as a conversation.
22
 Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel, both 
sociologists of religion, have provided the latest in-depth and scholarly word on the 
matter:
23
 “we argue that Emerging Church Christians are a discernable, transnational 
                                                        
19
 The term itself “emerging church” was first introduced by Bruce Larson and Ralph Osborne in 
The Emerging Church (Waco, Texas: Word Books Publisher, 1970). At the time it did not refer to the 
Emerging Church of today – as a recognizable genre of Christian congregations that have certain shared 
qualities, but more generally to the church they saw ‘emerging’ in their time for their changing culture.  
20
 I draw the term from David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons’ book Unchristian: What a New 
Generation Really Thinks About Christianity…and Why it Matters (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Books, 
2007), which outlines the millennial generation’s predominant experience of Christians and of the church. 
Through an extensive three-year research project that included more than two thousand surveys and 
extensive interviews with “outsiders,” people who are outside of Christianity and church – both de-
churched and un-churched people ages 16 – 29, Kinnaman and Lyons discovered that outsiders’ overall 
perception of Christians are that they are “unchristian.” Nine out of the top twelve perceptions outsiders 
have of Christians are negative. The top three being that Christians are 1) antihomosexual, 2) hypocritical, 
and 3) judgmental.   
21
 The first and most often quoted definition is drawn from the work of Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. 
Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in Postmodern Cultures (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2005), but theirs is just one of dozens of various efforts.   
22
 See Tony Jones, The Church is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging Church 
Movement (Minneapolis: The JoPa Group, 2011) and Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging 
Churches: Creating Christian Community in Postmodern Cultures (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005).  
23
 Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel, The Deconstructed Church: Understanding Emerging 
Christianity (New York: Oxford, 2014). 
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group who share a religious orientation built on a continual practice of deconstruction.”24 
Yet even while offering this definition, Marti and Ganiel note that it is in the nature of 
Emerging Churches to resist definition and that it is therefore difficult to take on the task 
without in-depth study and immersion.
25
  
Marti and Ganiel refer to the Emerging Church as a movement and reference it in 
that way, as “Emerging Church Movement” or EMC. In agreement with Tony Jones, a 
practical theologian who is both a scholar and an insider to the movement, Marti and 
Ganiel observe that “the activities of Emerging Christians resemble those of social 
activists in other social movements.”26 While I recognize the validity of their choices and 
do not counter them, for this dissertation I use the shortened term “Emerging Church.” 
This project is ecclesiological in nature, and because I do not deal with the Emerging 
Church as a movement per se, the term “Emerging Church” suffices in reference to the 
subject matter at hand. I also speak often of “congregation/s” when referring to singular 
or multiple Emerging Churches. This is especially true when reporting on the qualitative 
research study with the twelve Emerging Church communities. The term reflects my use 
of a congregational studies approach in my research. I recognize, however, that not all 
Emerging Church communities would use such a term, preferring to think of themselves 
as a collective, gathering, or simply ‘community,’ and my use of it is due to the nature of 
this practical theological project.  
                                                        
24
 Marti and Ganiel, 6, emphasis theirs. 
25
 Ibid., 6.  
26
 Ibid., 6, referencing Tony Jones’ book The Church is Flat. 
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 Marti and Ganiel’s definition goes further and it is useful to present their full 
definition:
27
  
We title this book The Deconstructed Church and define Emerging Christians in 
terms of sharing a religious orientation built on a continual practice of 
deconstruction. We characterize the ECM [Emerging Church Movement] as an 
institutionalizing structure, made up of a package of beliefs, practices, and 
identities that are continually deconstructed and reframed by the religious 
institutional entrepreneurs who drive the movement and seek to resist its 
institutionalization. As such, the ECM is best seen as a mix of both reactive and 
proactive elements, vying for the passion and attention of Christian and 
nonbelievers. Emerging Christians react primarily against 
conservative/evangelical/fundamentalist Protestantism but also against other 
forms of traditional Christianity that they have experienced as stifling or 
inauthentic. At the same time, they proactively appropriate practices from a range 
of Christian traditions (Gay’s “DYI” ecumenism)28 to nourish their individual 
spirituality and to enhance their life together as communities.
29
 
 
There are many elements of this definition that I will address, affirm, and further nuance 
over the course of this dissertation, but for now I will highlight only a few key points.  
First, Marti and Ganiel identify deconstruction as being at the heart of the 
Emerging Church Movement. They explain that “Emerging Christians create ongoing 
opportunities to push off religious pressures to comply with standard narratives.”30 This 
was a characteristic that I noted early on in my engagement with the Emerging Church, a 
promising one that prompted me to see the Emerging Church as potentially receptive to 
                                                        
27
 The italics in the following quote are original to the text.  
28
 Here Marti and Ganiel refer an earlier point about the role of ecumenism in the development of 
the Emerging Church, which they draw from Doug Gay, Remixing The Church: Towards an Emerging 
Ecclesiology (London: SCM Press, 2011).  “Influenced by Gay’s work, we think that if evangelicalism is 
the seed from which the ECM has sprouted, the diffuse influence of the ecumenism movement has, almost 
unnoticed, provided the fertile soil in which it has grown,” Marti and Ganiel, 25.  
29
 Marti and Ganiel, 25-26. 
30
 Ibid., 26. 
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the work and contributions of feminist theologies. Second, this deconstructive 
commitment along with the Church's resistance to institutionalization reflect a 
willingness to change and transform in response both to the contributions of feminist 
theologies as well as to the theological and institutional deconstruction they might do of 
themselves as a result. A willingness to engage in structural and relational reframing, 
which I argue flows from a willingness to engage in theological deconstruction, reflected 
in the proactive element of the definition above, was crucial if my efforts to bring 
together the embedded and embodied ecclesiology of the Emerging Church with feminist 
theology were to result in a fruitful outcome.  
Finally, the last point to highlight from the definition above is the reactive 
element of the Emerging Church. Feminist theology brings fruitful new insights and 
disclosures from the women’s liberation movement to Christian theology and practice. 
Feminist theologians were raising concerns and protesting the embedded patriarchal 
biases in the structures, practices, and symbol systems of the various manifestations and 
theological expressions of Christianity that resulted in sexist and misogynist habits and 
patterns in church. In response, feminist theologians undertook significant deconstructive 
and reconstructive work in and for their particular Christian traditions and churches. Like 
Emerging Church participants, feminist theologians experienced religious disaffection 
and likewise took on the difficult, and many times disheartening, work of theological and 
structural reconstruction of their religious traditions. I see clear points of connection in 
both the reactive and constructive work of the two. More important, and key to what I 
argue for in this project, feminist theologians have made key contributions in 
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ecclesiology that coincide with the expressed aims of the Emerging Church without 
which the Emerging Church could not be the organic, relational, and inclusive form of 
church it hopes to be. The Emerging Church’s constructive work will not be complete 
without acknowledging, drawing from, and critically engaging the existing feminist 
ecclesiological contributions on the matter. 
The Postmodern Milieu of the Emerging Church Movement 
Having taken a closer look at the full definition of the Emerging Church 
Movement offered by Marti and Ganiel, I now move into the larger milieu in which the 
definition and character of the Emerging Church makes sense. Much of the literature of 
or about the Emerging Church makes reference to the importance of postmodernism in 
shaping the Emerging Church and indeed making it possible in the first place. The degree 
of importance given to the reality of a postmodern culture varies depending on the writer. 
Nonetheless, drawing from resources that Emerging Church writers themselves use, I will 
offer a word here about how this milieu relates to and plays a critical role in this project 
specifically.  
There are four important characteristics of postmodernism that I draw from the 
work of Graham Ward in The Postmodern God, which are evident in the ethos of the 
Emerging Church.
31
 These shaping characteristics play a key role in Emerging Church 
participants’ interest and willingness to rethink and reform the church. The first is an 
                                                        
31
 Graham Ward, ed., The Postmodern God (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1997). Graham Ward 
draws from the work of Jean- François Lyotard, from whom many Emerging Church writers also draw. Of 
note is the fact that the philosophers from whom the most public Emerging Church writers/leaders draw are 
almost exclusively male and white.  
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“incredulity towards metanarratives” – a pervasive cultural skepticism toward 
comprehensive and all-encompassing world views.
32
 The Emerging Church celebrates 
and emphasizes a diversity of interpretations of the Christian story and its 
contextualization. Participants expect churches to take a diversity of shapes and forms. 
The tensions that arise from various interpretations, sometimes even within the same 
church, are not cause for consternation, but rather are understood as reflecting the 
paradoxical nature of reality. Additionally, because there is no one script or metanarrative 
that directs all things, Emerging Church participants do not expect to know the specific 
form or shape the Christian narrative will ultimately inspire in their own congregation or 
in another; in this sense they understand themselves, as a church, to be always emerging 
into something new and even unknown.  
The second postmodern characteristic seen in the Emerging Church is the 
assumption that there is “no foundation, no ground, no origin that ultimately is not 
governed by a perspective” – in other words, there are no objective facts or essential 
natures to be identified. The Emerging Church recognizes all understandings (in this case 
about what it means to be Christian and what it means to be church) as interpretations, as 
“only our perspective on it, constructing it.”33 This postmodern sensibility is suspicious 
of claims of ultimate truth or black/white dualistic thinking. This characteristic is clearly 
related to the one above, but the way this is distinctively reflected in the Emerging 
Church is that its participants, almost by default, engage their inherited religious tradition 
                                                        
32
 Ward, Postmodern God, citing Jean- François Lyotard, xxv. 
33
 Ibid., citing Nietzsche, xxix-xxx. 
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with a critical lens. People who participate in and are drawn to the Emerging Church 
bring this critical edge to their engagement with Christianity, as well as to the particular 
traditions of church to which they are responding/reacting. This in turn translates to the 
rejection of most kinds of certainty, especially the certainty that there is one Truth. 
Emerging Churches, in as much as they are indeed postmodern churches, emphasize the 
search for truth, truth-seeking dialogue and conversation, rather than claiming to possess 
a final and certain interpretation of truth.  
The caution created by the first two characteristics against making definitive 
statements or claims to ultimate truth or metanarratives also engenders a “concern with 
the repressed other.”34 Emerging Church participants betray a concern with the 
heterogeneity of origins. They assume that difference was already present at the origins 
but forgotten in the modern obsession to determine ‘pure’ origins and grounds for 
legitimation about the ways God acts in the world.
35
 Emerging Church participants are 
aware in the history of the Christian church, often from their own personal experience, of 
the ways in which singular or original claims to truth are used as an excuse to dominate 
and oppress, to impose one way of doing and being onto others, and to suppress that 
which falls outside the one interpretation, “Truth,” or metanarrative – often violently. A 
concern then of this repressed other becomes a shaping characteristic of the Emerging 
Church.  
                                                        
34
 Ward, Postmodern God, xxvi.  
35
 Ibid., xxvi. “The project of modernity was obsessed with determining origins – of the world, of 
time, of knowledge, of the human animal, of language. It was obsessed with grounding, finding grounds 
for, with legitimation and endorsing various modes of legislation. Postmodernism is, then, a movement at 
the end of such grounding, following the fall of the legislators.”  
  
18 
Finally, the fourth characteristic of postmodernism that Graham Ward identifies 
and that is clearly seen in the Emerging Church is a commitment to relational and 
participatory creative construction of meaning and reality
36
 – or as Ward calls it, the 
“thorny practice of faith” toward the heteropolis.37 The innovation of Emerging 
Churches, its willingness to experiment, to fail, to engage in often disruptive conversation 
and dialogue, and its strong emphasis on participatory worship, preaching, and liturgical 
creation, all point to this characteristic and to the Emerging Church’s desire to 
experiment in its embodiment of church.  
All of this, then, has implications for how the Emerging Church understands itself 
as church and for the form and practice of its embedded ecclesiology. The Emerging 
Church is born of a culture of questioning and suspicion. Postmodernism shapes the 
sensibilities and ethos of the Emerging Church in such a way that its engagement and 
participation with Christianity has at its core a critical edge that in turn has shaping 
effects for the forms church takes. This critical edge is also something that feminist 
theologians brought to their theologizing about church and that influenced their visions of 
church. It is another point of connection between the Emerging Church and feminist 
theologies that could be a promising factor for my task to bring feminism to the 
Emerging Church.  
                                                        
36
 This is less directly stated as it is inferred by the elements of postmodernism already outlined – 
Ward refers to Nietzsche’s understanding of the will to truth as the “will to create artistically” and 
Saussure’s linguistic systems as unstable relations and difference that will be altered with each repetition 
(Ward, Postmodern God, xxix-xxx, xxxv).  
37
 Ibid., xliii.  
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Much has been written and researched about emerging churches – including 
analysis and theological reflection from those within as well as sociological, theological, 
and qualitative research from those outside of it – but a feminist analysis underlies none 
of those studies.
38
 There is much that feminist theology has addressed and to which it has 
responded constructively regarding people’s disaffection with church that connects 
directly with the claims and concerns of the Emerging Church. Yet, engagement by 
Emerging Church participants with feminism and feminist theology is almost 
nonexistent. At the same time, as it responds to and integrates postmodernity, the 
Emerging Church rejects a static identity and lends itself to destabilizing the church’s 
identity regarding its function and mission and thereby opens itself to the possibility of 
being a responsive partner to feminist critique. The significance of this research is in 
bringing together the insights and fluid nature of the Emerging Church in constructive 
critical dialogue with the insights and wisdom of feminist critiques of church in order to 
point constructively toward ways that the Emerging Church can be the organic, relational, 
and fully inclusive church it seeks to be.  
 
The Method 
A Feminist Practical Theological Project 
A constructive theological project for and about the Emerging Church cannot be 
fairly done entirely from outside the movement itself. My thesis begins with the assertion 
                                                        
38
 The need for a feminist analysis was confirmed to me in conversation by emerging church 
women –who are loosely organized through a collective blog – in Claremont, CA at the Emergent Village 
Theological Conversation 2012, January 31 – February 2nd.  
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that the Emerging Church is failing at its own vision to embody a relational, organic, and 
inclusive church – a complex vision to be sure and in no way an easy undertaking. When 
it comes to making judgments about its corporate practice of being the church, and 
making recommendations for its faithful embodiment, basing these on the literature alone 
is not enough.
39
 Instead, it is imperative that I engage and allow myself to be informed by 
a cross-section of the voices and experiences of Emerging Church participants 
themselves. That is why this dissertation is a practical theological project. Such a project 
includes three basic moves – descriptive, critical theological, and strategic – each of 
which I will expound upon below.
40
 Additionally, this is a feminist practical theological 
project. The feminist aspect brings in an explicit commitment to emancipatory praxis
41
 – 
meaning that in each step of the method, I critically engage the sources and tools I bring 
into the project with an eye to disclosing and confronting any systems of oppression and 
domination potentially embedded within them.
42
  
                                                        
39
 I use the terms ‘faithful’ in two ways: marked by fidelity to its own claims of seeking to be an 
embodiment of church that is organic, relational, and fully inclusive; and faithful in light of the normative 
and theological work that I will do in Chapter Four.  
40
 These moves are based on Don Browning’s four movements with move two and three 
condensed into one – the historical and the systematic moves become the critical theological move, which 
includes the theological normative aspects of practical theology. Don S. Browning, A Fundamental 
Practical Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1991). 
41Carrie Doehring, “A Method of Feminist Pastoral Theology,” in Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore and 
Brita L. Gill-Austern, Feminist & Womanist Pastoral Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999 ) 95-111, 
see specifically, 104-105.  
42
 Denise M. Ackermann and Riet Bons-Storm, eds., Liberating Faith Practices: Feminist 
Practical Theologies in Context (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 1998); Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore and Brita 
L. Gill-Austern, Feminist & Womanist Theology (Nashville: Abingdon, 1999); Elaine Lawless, Holy 
Women, Wholly Women: Sharing Ministries of Wholeness Through Life Stories and Reciprocal 
Ethnography (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993); and Joyce McCarl Nielsen, ed., 
Feminist Research Methods: Exemplary Readings in the Social Sciences (Boulder: Westview Press, 1990).  
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The first (descriptive) move of this project includes qualitative research with 
twelve Emerging Church congregations from across the United States, making this an 
interdisciplinary project. This research yielded rich primary data about the praxis and 
context in question and the embodied ecclesiology of the Emerging Church. In the critical 
theological move, I engage these findings with normative sources of the theological 
tradition in order to offer insights and proposals toward the transformation of said praxis. 
Guided by the feminist practical theological approach I use, when engaging these 
normative sources I do so recognizing that contextual and historical factors privilege 
some voices over others and affect the formation and selection of what is considered 
normative in the first place.
43
 A feminist approach is committed to emancipatory praxis, 
which is to say that it is explicitly committed to transform practices, structures, and 
systems – symbolic or concrete – so that they may be liberative and empowering for all 
people, especially for those to whom these have been oppressive or exclusionary. Thus, 
when I enter into the third (strategic) move of this project, I do so with explicit 
acknowledgement that I am not neutral or objective in my engagement. I make clear my 
investment in having the church be good news for women, as well as men, in recognition 
of the fact that this has not been the case in a myriad of ways.  
 
                                                        
43
 Doehring, 105, in which she refers to Rebecca S. Chopp, Saving Work: Feminist Practices of 
Theological Education (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press: 1995), 81-82.  
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The Descriptive Move 
The descriptive move begins by presenting the Emerging Church literature and 
supplements this with findings drawn from the qualitative research. The data I have 
drawn from my research with the twelve congregations, that represent a cross-section of 
emerging churches in the United States, together with the literature, serve as the basis 
from which I determine the ecclesiology that is emerging from the movement. With much 
of the literature written by leaders of Emerging Churches themselves, the qualitative 
research serves to supplement the literature and is not intended to be a full-scale study of 
the congregations. Together, the literature and the qualitative study provide a thick 
description of the Emerging Church, its context, and its theological underpinnings, and 
serve as the basis from which I identify the ecclesiology that is embodied in the 
movement and from which I determine whether, and in what ways, Emerging Church 
congregations do or do not reflect a church that is organic, relational, and inclusive.  
The Qualitative Research Method 
To select the participating congregations I began with a cursory review of the 
literature by and about emerging church and its participants. During this initial review of 
the literature I kept a running tally of all the congregations that were referred to as 
‘emerging churches.’ From this tally I took the fifteen most mentioned churches and 
contacted the minister or ministers
44
 listed on the website to express my interest in 
                                                        
44
 Theologically, the divide between ‘minister’ and ‘lay’ participant is an artificial one, since the 
case can be made that all Christian identified people have a call to be ministers. Also, in many cases lay 
participants are very much leaders and ministers in their respective Emerging Church. However, almost all 
of these congregations have one or more paid staff/pastor/ minister. I use two criteria to refer to some 
Emerging Church participants as ministers and others as lay. The first is if the participant is paid, and the 
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including them in the study.
45
 Ten of these top fifteen churches agreed to participate in 
the study. I then also followed two leads I had received from these top ten and made 
connection with two other churches held in high regard by their peers, though they were 
not mentioned as frequently in the literature, and added these to my sample.
46
 The plan 
was to spend a long weekend with each – anywhere from three to five days – to be a 
participant observer in as many of their activities or gatherings as possible and to 
interview both lay and clergy/leader participants. I began the research in September 2012 
and completed it at the end of July 2013, interviewing a total of 84 people, 21 ministers 
and 63 lay participants. The weekend dates for the site visits were mutually agreed upon 
with the minister/s in advance. The ministers then let the congregations know about my 
research project and my upcoming arrival, using the information included in my letter of 
introduction. They communicated that I would be available before and after services for 
group or individual interviews, based on participant preference, with anyone willing.  
Most of the interviews took place at the church sites or at a public location 
nearby. I made myself available for interviews throughout the days of my stay in order to 
maximize the possible number of interviews conducted. My goal was to interview the 
ministers and from three to six lay participants. At sites in which I conducted group 
interviews the number turned out to be much higher, with groups ranging from two to ten 
                                                                                                                                                                     
other is if the individual is in some way identified or given a title on the church website that denotes and 
therefore sets them apart as a leader of the church. This includes people ordained to ministries of word and 
table, individuals identified on the website by the title “pastor”, and any member of the staff who officially 
fulfills pastoral duties, regardless of ordination. 
45
 Entry letter used is attached as “Appendix A.”  
46
 The individual list of churches, both the first ten and the two later added, are detailed in Chapter 
Three and listed in “Appendix B.”   
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people.
47
 Interviews varied in length; with a goal of 45-60 minutes for individual 
interviews and 1 – 1.5 hours for group interviews. In actuality, individual interviews 
ranged from ten minutes to a hundred and fifty minutes, and from thirty-five minutes to a 
hundred and twenty minutes for group interviews. Interviews were audio-recorded for 
accuracy with the subsequent transcription. There was a total of forty audio hours of 
interview time.  
Interviews with the minister/s and lay participants, document collection, and my 
own participant observation notes make up the data. Documents included any published 
material the church had available, e.g., brochures, flyers, bulletins, etc., as well as 
material on the church websites and social media sites. Together this material comprises 
the data collected during the qualitative part of the research project. The diversity of 
resources brings richness and complexity to the descriptive move and helps verify the 
findings.
48
 
The qualitative research was guided by three broad questions: 1) What is the 
Emerging Church, specifically how is it distinguishable from other “non-emerging” 
churches? 2) How did it come into existence?, and 3) How does the Emerging Church 
understand itself as church? To this end, I asked open-ended interview questions that 
would likely lead to story-telling on the part of the participants about their experiences 
                                                        
47
 I found it difficult to deny participation to persons interested in being interviewed along with 
other congregants in group interviews.  
48
 In qualitative research terms, the diversity of sources triangulates the findings. ‘Triangulation’ 
refers to the use of multiple sources, researchers, methods, or theories in investigation in order to increase 
the accuracy and credibility of findings. See Michael Quinn Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation 
Methods, 93, 247-8.  
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with their Emerging Church congregation. The questions were intended to keep me, the 
researcher, open to the participants’ self-understanding and not to rely solely on the 
literature written by or about them for my definition. At the point of analysis, however, I 
do focus more specifically on assessing if and in what ways Emerging Churches are 
indeed what they purport to be, that is, an embodiment of church with an emerging 
ecclesiology that is more organic, relational, and fully inclusive than traditional 
ecclesiologies and their respective embodiments. I took a narrative analysis approach to 
the story telling, paying attention both to what is included and what is absent from the 
story in order to draw out whether and how participants experience their congregation as 
organic, relational, and fully inclusive.  
A narrative analysis method allows the findings and any recurring themes to 
emerge from within the data itself instead of being imposed externally by the researcher. 
As a researcher I come to my research topic with a specific suspicion in mind, in my case 
that the Emerging Church fails to embody its vision of being an organic, relational, and 
inclusive church, but that it can embody these attributes by constructively engaging 
feminist ecclesiology. I desire its success in doing so and recognize that I am not neutral 
in my endeavor.
49
 Being intentional in guarding against imposing my own commitments 
onto the data, or seeing in it what I want to see, is necessary in order to allow the data to 
“speak for itself.” To this end I specifically chose a “voice-centered relational method” of 
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 I would just as well reject another’s claim to neutrality or objectivity. Making one’s 
precommitments explicit is both a growing practice and part of the explicitly feminist approach I take in 
this project.  
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narrative analysis, called the Listening Guide, developed collaboratively by Carol 
Gilligan et al., and designed to keep the researcher open to discovery.
50
 
 
The Listening Guide 
The Listening Guide is a voice-centered relational approach to narrative analysis. 
The method involves a series of four sequential ‘listenings’ that are designed to “bring 
the researcher into relationship with a person’s distinct and multilayered voice by tuning 
in or listening to distinct aspects of a person’s expression of her or his experience within 
a particular relational context.”51 In the case of this study the voice being tuned into is 
that of persons and groups of Emerging Church participants and their expressed 
experiences of their Emerging Church congregation. The approach of multiple listenings 
assumes that “many voices are embedded in a person’s expressed experience”52 and that 
“the psyche, like voice, is contrapuntal (not monotonic) so that simultaneous voices are 
co-occurring.”53 Thus, the researcher listens for distinct and multiple aspects of the 
person/persons’ expressed experience in order to uncover new findings. The “listenings,” 
rather than “readings,” of the text are named thus to highlight the active participation 
required on the part of the researcher, i.e. the listener. It acknowledges the active 
                                                        
50
 Carol Gilligan, Renée Spencer, M. Katherine Weinberg, and Tatiana Bertsch, “On the Listening 
Guide: A Voice-Centered Relational Method,” in Emergent Methods in Social Research (Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications, Inc., 2006).  
51
 Ibid., 159. 
52
 Ibid., 157. 
53
 Ibid., 159. 
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presence required of both teller and listener; its relational method recognizes the 
researcher’s role and “intentionally brings the researcher into relationship with the 
participant through making our responses, experiences, and interpretive lenses explicit in 
the process, and by listening to each person’s first-person voice before moving in to listen 
for answers to our own research questions.”54  It acknowledges and makes explicit the 
researcher’s active role with the aim of maximizing the researcher’s ability to listen and 
not have her responses interfere with the listening process.
55
 Ultimately, the method 
“listens to, rather than categorizes or quantifies,” the text – the transcribed interviews.56  
The Listening Guide is framed by three overarching questions about voice: “Who 
is speaking and to whom, telling what stories about relationship, in what societal and 
cultural frameworks (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, p.21)?”57 With this framework in mind, 
the researcher then conducts a series of four sequential readings: 1) listening for the plot, 
2) listening for the first-person voice,
58
 3) listening for contrapuntal voices, and 4) 
composing an analysis. Listening for the plot has two steps. In the first step one attends to 
the landscape, to what is happening, to the stories being told, to what is happening in 
them, when, where, to whom, and why. One also attends to any repeated images, 
metaphors, or dominant themes; to any contradictions or absences, and finally, to the 
                                                        
54
 Gilligan, et al., 169. 
55
 Ibid., 161.  
56
 Ibid., 159, quoting D.L. Tolman, From Subjects to Subjectivities: A Handbook of Interpretive 
and Participatory Methods (New York: New York University Press, 2001) 132.  
57
 Ibid., 159, drawing from L.M. Brown and C. Gilligan, Meeting at the Crossroads: Women’s 
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larger social and cultural contexts within which the stories are embedded and expressed, 
as well as to the context within which the researcher and research participant come 
together. In step two of the first listening, the researcher attends to her response to the 
narrative by “identifying, exploring, and making explicit [her] own thoughts and feelings 
about, and associations with, the narrative being analyzed.”59  
The second reading focuses on listening to the first-person voice of the speaker by 
noting each use of the first-person pronoun “I”. The researcher underlines, or marks in 
some visible way, each “I” spoken in the text and the verbs that follow it. These are then 
pulled out and written down on a separate paper, each “I” phrase written on a separate 
line, like a poem, and in the same sequence as they appear. The purpose is two-fold: it 
moves the participant’s subjectivity to the foreground in order to listen to how the person 
speaks about her or himself in relation to the topic in question, and it enables the listener 
to get to know the “distinctive cadences and rhythms” of the teller.60 This listening 
attunes the researcher to what the participant knows of her or himself before talking 
about her or him; it resists dealing with the research participants in an objectifying way.
61
 
In terms of the research questions, isolating the first-person voice facilitates listening for 
distinctive moments of variation, dissonances, and shifts in the person’s expression of 
their experience, referred to as “hot spots,” that may be key places for further exploration 
and inquiry.  
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The third listening connects directly back to the research question and is more 
explicitly designed for ‘discovery’ within the research area. The step begins by 
identifying a particular ‘voice’ for which the researcher will listen – an aspect of the 
research question – and determines the markers by which this voice is identified. For 
example, one of the specific voices I listened for in my analysis was that of relationality – 
the church as relational in its structure and design. Markers I looked for to identify this 
voice were mentions of participation, of decision-making, and of roles and 
responsibilities. I marked these in some way, such as underlining with a particular color. 
This is done at least one more time, if not more, to listen for another voice related to the 
research question. The voices are marked in different colors or highlighting in order to 
make it easy to see how the voices relate to one another and to see what is revealed in the 
relationship between the voices. Is there dissonance, harmony, or contradiction? 
Listening for at least two contrapuntal voices recognizes the reality that there is a 
multiplicity of voices and aspects of experience always at play in any given situation or 
relational context, and it helps reveal what may not be immediately obvious. One then 
also looks at how these contrapuntal voices relate to the first-person voice and its 
expressed experience. These points of intersection may become points of interest for the 
researcher and key for the discovery of new understandings regarding the research topic.  
Thus far, these four listenings – plot, the isolated first-person voice, and at least 
two contrapuntal voices – create a ‘trail of evidence.’ There is a visual trail of different 
colored underlining and markings left with each listening, as well as a trail of notes, 
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researcher responses, and interpretive summaries.
62
 This trail of evidence then serves as 
the basis upon which the researcher bases her interpretations in relation to the research 
questions in the fourth and final step of the Listening Guide. Composing an analysis is the 
final step of the method in which the researcher ‘assembles the evidence’ and pulls 
together what has been learned about the research question through this process and how 
he or she has come to know it.
63
  
For the study of Emerging Churches, an essentially social and relational subject, 
this method of analysis allows the researcher to listen to the “many voices embedded in a 
person’s embedded experience” and to take seriously the experiences of the persons as 
persons and not as objects of study. It facilitates a process that allows the data to ‘speak 
for itself’ and assists in keeping the researcher’s own biases and precommitments from 
getting in the way of discovery.
64
 It also recognizes the constructed nature of knowledge. 
Along with this method, and in an effort to continue to minimize the impact of the 
researcher’s biases in reading the data, be they cultural, political, religious, or otherwise, 
the findings were additionally triangulated by taking them back to the communities for 
dialogue about, and review and re-examination, of the findings and analysis.
65
 The 
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researcher’s interaction with the communities and exchange about the findings are not 
intended to ‘correct’ the analysis, as the analyses and interpretations of the findings are 
ultimately the researcher’s, but to contribute to the rich description of emerging church 
congregations by including the perspective of the participants in the study.  
This section has provided a detailed outline of the first, descriptive step of the 
feminist practical theological method being used in the research of this dissertation. The 
descriptive step yields a thick description of the Emerging Church in the United States, 
its context, and its theological underpinnings as represented both by the literature on the 
Emerging Church and by the research study with the twelve congregations. After this 
descriptive step is complete, the dissertation makes the critical theological move and 
engages theological sources regarding the question of what the church is and how the 
church is to be church for its context, and does so with a critical feminist lens.  
The Critical Theological Move 
Once the first descriptive move of the practical theological method is complete, 
the dissertation continues with the critical theological step. This second move engages the 
question of what the church is normatively and theologically, and the question of how the 
church is to be church for a particular time and place. The specific framework for this 
normative theological move is ecclesiological. The particular ecclesiological partners for 
this study include biblical and other early historical materials on the church important to 
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any work of ecclesiology.
66
 Such partners are key for the work of theologically reflecting 
on the concrete church, and in this case, the Emerging Church.  
I will continue to employ a feminist approach for this step with an explicit 
commitment to emancipatory praxis. This means that I will engage the normative 
theological sources critically, examining them for embedded systems of oppression and 
domination, even while they continue to be the touchstones of normativity from which 
one moves and to which one returns during the critical theological reflection process. The 
theological normative work of a feminist practical theology continues to be contextual 
and lays the groundwork for the third move of offering strategic proposals for 
transformation in light of the theological norms and said context. 
Through constructive critical dialogue between emerging church, feminism, and 
ecclesiology more generally, with particular theological reflection on church as an 
organic, relational, and inclusive expression of the body of Christ, this dissertation takes a 
third step of making strategic proposals for a more faithful
 
embodiment of said church. 
The intention of the strategic proposals is to identify the insights and contributions that 
feminist theologies can offer the Emerging Church in its efforts to embody an organic, 
relational, and inclusive church, and for envisioning itself as a post-patriarchal church, 
which this project establishes as more faithful to the Christian witness.  
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The Strategic Move 
 This project is a Christian theological endeavor, and accordingly it makes 
proposals toward increased faithfulness to that tradition. These proposals constitute the 
third strategic move of a practical theological project. Of course, as explained above, the 
normativity that can be claimed about the Christian tradition is fluid, but it nonetheless 
serves as the ground from which to begin and to which one returns in continued 
conversation. In the third move, I offer the Emerging Church strategic proposals for areas 
where change and reform in its performance and practice as the body of Christ can help it 
to become more faithful in its Christian witness. My thesis claims that the Emerging 
Church is currently failing to embody church as it hopes to be. My project is an 
investment in the success of the Emerging Church, born out of the conviction that who 
and what it hopes to embody as church is a worthy and faithfully Christian undertaking 
that is good news for the twenty-first century world.  
 
Conclusion 
 Emerging Church participants and feminist theologians, in their distinctive ways, 
respond to that which they deem “unchristian” in their respective Christian church 
traditions. Feminists began with a focus on the patriarchal and sexist structures and habits 
that had become embedded in the church.
67
 They did essential deconstructive work to 
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disclose and undo the theological scaffolding that made possible the patriarchal habits in 
the first place and that functioned to uphold them. And although their efforts have 
expanded in scope and although their focus has moved beyond simply attending to the 
problem of patriarchy within the church, over a half century later the original charge they 
made against the church, and their call for its change, is still needed.
68
 The change for 
which they call is deep and difficult, and touches on the underlying structures that have 
grounded the church for centuries. The Emerging Church is similarly taking on a difficult 
task. Emerging Church congregations are re-envisioning church in light of the 
fundamentalism they were experiencing within it; the rigid, stifling, and sometimes 
abusive theologies and practices of their Evangelical church roots. With an 
entrepreneurial spirit,
69
 key leaders began efforts not only to re-envision church, but 
literally to re-form it in ways they had not previously been able to imagine. Yet very 
quickly people from within and from outside of the Emerging Church raised questions 
and critiques about its predominantly white and predominantly male public presentation, 
belying its claim to be an organic, relational, and inclusive embodiment of church.  
The foundational work of feminist theologians, the early corpus of theological, 
theoretical, and deconstructive work, is a key resource for the Emerging Church to 
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address these concerns and prevent itself from falling into the centuries-old patterns of 
church that feminist theologians rightly challenge. The vision of an organic, relational, 
and inclusive church is one that both Emerging Church participants and feminist 
Christians are invested in embodying. The efforts may be timeworn, and the hope for it 
may have waned for many, but the need for such good news and such a place in this 
world remains.  
In Mary Daly’s first work, when the hopes she had for the church were not yet 
extinguished, she wrote: “The possibility of such commitment [to transform the church] 
rests upon clear understanding, that the seeds of the eschatological community, of the 
liberating, humanizing, Church of the future, are already present, however submerged 
and neutralized they may be.”70 This dissertation is a contribution to the continuing 
efforts toward such a vision. As long as there are people willing to reimagine the world 
anew based on the good news they encounter in Jesus, and do so with a willingness to 
reimagine and reform their own ways of living and relating in their local communities, 
then the challenge to be a new creation, to be an embodiment of Christ that reflects a 
“commitment to radical transformation of the negative, life-destroying elements of the 
Church as it exist today,”71 is still worth taking up.  
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Limitations 
One limitation of this dissertation is that it will only engage the more progressive 
‘branch’ of the Emerging Church and the specific literature that comes from that part of 
the movement. This dissertation assumes the possibility of theological error within the 
church and aims for transformation of concrete church practice, embodiment, and 
theology and therefore does not directly address or include the particular branch of the 
Emerging Church that holds strictly to its theological understanding of the nature of 
church as it had been inherited.  
One way this distinction is identified is through the specific self-reference 
emerging churches use. Often such churches make a distinction between the ‘emerging’ 
and ‘emergent’ church movement. Typically it is the more theologically conservative 
participants within the broader emerging church movement who do this in order to 
distinguish themselves from the Emergent Village, a specific network of emerging church 
leaders, participants, and communities that they judge to be theologically liberal to the 
point of blasphemy. Study of the most current literature in the field shows that the less 
‘progressive’ or more theologically conservative emerging church congregations are 
distancing themselves from ‘emerging church’ language altogether and are adopting 
‘missional’ nomenclature for their congregations. I offer a more detailed breakdown of 
these two trajectories of the Emerging Church in chapter two. Nonetheless, my 
dissertation research focuses on those churches that reflect a willingness to emerge in 
theologically new, yet faithful, ways. 
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CHAPTER TWO  
EMERGING CHURCH: FOUNDATIONS AND ECCLESIOLOGY 
 
The earliest known use of the term ‘emerging church’ occurred in 1970 in a book 
called The Emerging Church,
1
 written by Bruce Larson and Ralph Osborne, ministers 
ordained in the Presbyterian Church. They wrote not about the ‘Emerging Church’ or the 
‘Emerging Church Movement’ as such, but referred to the ‘Church’ at large, in the 
singular, always written with a capital ‘C,’ and focused on a description of the movement 
and the change they saw occurring, emerging, within it.
2
 Although they do not explicitly 
say so, the ‘Church’ of which they seem to be speaking is predominantly the Protestant 
church in the United States. They wrote about the “new thing,” the changing ethos and 
character they saw developing or emerging in the church during the late 1960s. Their 
analysis is based on the professional work they did in the church and on interviews they 
conducted with “a great number of lay[persons] of all ages and of both sexes, and with 
clergy[persons] of most major denominations and all theological persuasions.”3 They 
explained that they had “listened long to these church[persons] representing virtually 
every shade on the theological and ecclesiastical spectrum.”4  
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One of the primary characteristics of this Church that Larson and Osborne noted 
was captured in the conjunction “and.” They explained, “Whereas the heady polarities of 
our day seek to divide us into an either-or camp, the mark of the emerging Church will be 
its emphasis on both-and.”5  This observation of Larson and Osborne in 1970 captures the 
similar ethos that exists today in the Emerging Church, that often describes itself as made 
up of “the hyphenateds,”6 those at the crossroads of the past and the future church, 
denominational and emerging—though now the Emerging Church is more than “the 
Church that is emerging” and has become another camp into which the church can be 
divided, something the authors may not have anticipated. On the other hand, Larson and 
Osborne anticipated that the 1970s would be seen as a time of new beginnings that would 
bring “a strange mixture of despair and hope, frustration and boldness, disillusionment 
and expectancy.”7 In this they seem to have been correct; that “strange mixture” can 
indeed be seen in the emerging church today.   
Some forty-plus years after the publication of The Emerging Church, literature 
written about the Emerging Church, as it has come to be known today – literature for the 
most part written by those within the movement—has come to new life. The first wave of 
literature began in 2001 with the publication of A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two 
Friends on a Spiritual Journey by Brian McLaren. In this book McLaren makes a 
creative, fictional case for Christians’ need to engage Christianity from a postmodern 
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point of view. A proliferation of books then began in earnest in 2003. Ten years earlier, a 
parallel movement had already been underway in the United Kingdom and was captured 
in the publication of The Post-Evangelical in 1993. In it, Dave Tomlinson, now a vicar of 
the Church of England, similarly asserted the need to bring postmodern thinking to 
evangelicalism. The book received wide success, for it gave voice and expression to the 
experience of restlessness and disaffection many evangelicals were having with their 
evangelical church’s outmoded culture and its resistance to their questioning and 
doubting of evangelical doctrines. Zondervan/Youth Specialties, the same publisher that 
produced several of the early works about the Emerging Church through their Emergent 
YS series, republished the book in an updated North American version ten years later and 
it was added to the wave of books published in the United States in the early 2000s.  
The early books of the movement, the two previously mentioned being prominent 
examples, intentionally and explicitly engaged postmodern thinking and culture. An 
increasing number of pastors and communities began to innovate with church and engage 
critically with Christian orthodoxy, and as a consequence books about the Emerging 
Church focused on making a case for how it was a faithful and valuable form of church. 
Rather than being manuals or “how to” books, these works tended to be either descriptive 
or critical works, and were often intended to be a resource for others who might likewise 
find themselves wrestling with a changing culture and with how to make sense of church 
doctrine with which they no longer felt aligned. In this body of literature, beginning in 
2003, three themes recur and stand out as distinctive about the Emerging Church’s self-
understanding: the Emerging Church as an organic, relational, and inclusive form of 
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church. Larson and Osborne’s book, The Emerging Church, reflects these themes and 
resonates strongly with the contemporary Emerging Church literature, thus I use it as a 
key source for describing these three characteristics and I build upon it from the 
literature. 
 
The Organic, Relational, and Inclusive Nature of the Emerging Church  
According to the Literature 
Larson and Osborne regarded the church that was emerging in their day as one 
that was necessarily organic, relational, and inclusive. A story they tell early in the book 
of a transformative moment of unity and power that occurred in a congregation they 
visited illustrates the character of the church they saw emerging. Through the story 
Larson and Osborne explain that the transformation that occurred in the congregation was 
not because it set out to create new goals for itself, but because it “faced up to, [and] 
shared vulnerably [the fruits of its own inadequacy], and [was] transformed by the 
amazing workings of God’s kind of love.”8 What was necessary for transformation was 
the church’s willingness to face its shortcomings. One of the “fruits of inadequacy” that 
Larson and Osborne identified was the inadequacy of the church’s goals. These goals 
revolved around concerns such as: financial security, increased giving and membership 
growth, that church business be conducted “decently and in order,” acquiring and 
maintaining a church building, and great preaching, for example.
9
 Although they 
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recognized that these matters are not unimportant for the church, they suggested they 
should not be the focus of the church. At any given time any one of these may become 
the appropriate strategy for a congregation, they realized, but not the goal; and even then, 
the shape and form that the strategy will take cannot be predetermined. What came to be 
far more important to the authors was that the church should reflect a free and vibrant 
people who are transformed because in them “dwells the resurrected Christ!”10  
The approach to being such a church is to focus on the Life which Jesus 
introduced – one that concerns itself with right relationships that make up “the Kingdom 
of God.”11 Those relationships have to do with one’s relationship with God – 
characterized by glorification of and delight in God, a relationship with oneself that is 
characterized by freedom and value in Christ, a relationship with others that is 
characterized by personal vulnerability and affirmation, and a relationship with the world 
that is characterized by costly involvement with the people of the world and its needs.
12
 
Larson and Osborne emphasized that the way this might be lived out
13
 by any given 
church would be unique and appropriate for that church's context, potentially requiring a 
whole revisioning and restructuring of how church is to be church. By telling this story 
early in their book, the authors both laid out the themes of the church they saw emerging 
in their day and captured the characteristics and themes that are present in the 
                                                        
10
 Larson and Osborne, 25. 
11
 Ibid., 31. 
12
 Ibid., 27-38. 
13
 Although they use the word “produce,” I use the language of these characteristics as ones that 
are “lived out,” not produced, in order to more directly recall the embodiment aspect of the church as the 
body of Christ. Larson and Osborne, 43.  
  
42 
contemporary literature about the Emerging Church: the call for church to be its own 
unique new thing authentic to its given context and with and for its given community 
(organic), to be first and foremost an egalitarian community of mutual trust and 
participation (relational), and to be open to questions, doubts, and critiques even of its 
most beloved structures and beliefs and as such open to change based on the input of 
those within the church and of those from within its larger context (inclusive).  
The qualities of the Emerging Church as organic, relational, and inclusive are not 
separate from one another. They represent emphases in the collective character of 
Emerging Church ecclesiologies as reflected in the literature. These characteristics of 
being organic, relational, and inclusive are in many ways intertwined and not 
straightforwardly distinguishable. Nonetheless, in this section, I attempt to illustrate and 
put into words some of the primary ways in which these ecclesiological characteristics 
take shape in the Emerging Church; how they are understood and reflected in the 
literature. Whether and how these characteristics presented themselves in my research 
study of twelve Emerging Church congregations will be the focus of the next chapter. 
The Emerging Church as Organic 
Reporting that they write their book in response to that “still small voice” they 
heard through the interviews and visits they conducted with hundreds of pastors of 
various denominations from across the United States, Larson and Osborne affirm that, 
“From its earliest beginnings until now, the Church has been in the process of becoming, 
and it shall always be so. If the church is true to its Lord, it may never say that is has 
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‘emerged.’ ”14 With these words, Larson and Osborne point to the living nature of church 
and reflect the first of the recurring themes in Emerging Church literature – that the 
church is an organism more than it is an organization or institution, and that as such it 
will always find itself changing or “emerging” with and for its given context.  
In their most recent book on the Emerging Church, Gerardo Marti and Gladys 
Ganiel emphasize the institutional innovation represented in the Emerging Church 
Movement. According to Marti and Ganiel, “Emerging Christians are somewhat unique 
institutional entrepreneurs, in that one of their primary purposes is to resist the 
institutionalization of their faith rather than to reform or create new institutions.”15 In 
saying that, they are referencing not only the expressed anti-institutional posture of the 
Emerging Church, and in turn its relational nature, but also its organic character. The 
various forms that Emerging Church congregations take have much to do with who is 
involved, the context, and the unique circumstances that inspire a particular 
congregation’s birth. Stephanie Spellers, an ordained priest in the Episcopal Church who 
served as the lead organizer of The Crossing, an emergent community in Boston, explains 
it this way:  
Emerging church isn’t worship in a box or in a book. Doing emergence means 
stepping across a boundary in order to partner with whatever is emerging in your 
context, even—and especially—when it entails moving into a place that your 
ministry has rarely ventured into before. Doing emergence requires listening and 
laying yourself open to be changed in relationship with the Other. You are 
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literally tuned to detect what is emerging, what the Spirit is making known, all 
around you.
16
  
 
There are also congregations within the Emerging Church that were intentionally 
‘planted’ with a specific vision in mind – to be a church for the young and artistic, or for 
the punk community, for example
17
 – but even these reflect a grassroots nature in that 
they were “planted” in response to the local community with which the church planters 
were already in relationship. The roots of Grace Commons church (originally named 
Wicker Park Grace) in Chicago, Illinois, for example, began in such a way. Nanette 
Sawyer, its current and founding pastor, describes the organic nature of its beginnings:  
When I was invited to begin my current ministry as founding pastor of Wicker 
Park Grace, I had no idea what to do… “Do something different” was the charge; 
go outside the church and into the neighborhood; drink five hundred cups of chai 
latte with people from the area; engage young adults who are not engaging the 
church...I began by meeting people, getting to know them, gathering for 
“spirituality” discussions in teahouses and coffee shops. Whatever was to be 
developed here needed to come out of relationships with the people themselves.
18
 
 
 Regarding the church's organic nature, Larson and Osborne affirm that the 
emerging church is called to respond to God’s new thing as it comes to be known and 
“discovered locally, at the grassroots.”19 Its organic nature means that the life of the 
church is not a strategy that comes down from “the top” and is passed down to the 
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congregations “like a set of blueprints,”20 but emerges out of the unique personality of a 
people in a given context. As such, Larson and Osborne contend that its organic nature 
requires that the emerging church be willing to let go of “outmoded strategies” – 
presumably those that come from “on top” – and free itself “from the habits and 
restrictions of bygone day.”21 They state that the ‘new thing’ that is emerging “must find 
its own authentic form, life-style, and purpose, whether in a small group meeting in a 
home, a remote rural church, a beleaguered inner-city congregation, or a great cathedral 
parish.”22 They further affirm that “wherever there are a few individuals willing and 
ready to be Christ’s people in their own situation and place, there the emerging Church is 
coming into its own.”23 
 The uniqueness of these congregations is often expressed in their location and 
their willingness to find God in the ordinary places and experiences of life.
24
 Marti and 
Ganiel identify experimentation and creativity as core dispositions of the Emerging 
Church.
25
 Its understanding of the liturgy as being the “work of the people” leads to 
varied creative approaches to it, as different people shape the outcome. The practices, 
liturgy, and artistic expressions of Emerging Church congregations – “the sheer variety of 
practices” – can range from serious and contemplative to non-formal and playful, from a 
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performance and spectatorial format to an interactive and participatory one. Nanette 
Sawyer writes that imagination is an imperative of the emerging church. Reflecting on 
her own experience of founding Grace Commons/Wicker Park Grace, she writes, “I had a 
passion to convey the truth, depth, and breadth of God’s love to people who had 
experienced rejection, injustice, or narrowness in the church into which they could not fit. 
Yet here I was, with no roadmap, no tried-and-true methods to guide the way. I had to 
imagine it; I had to create it. And that was scary. Exhilarating, but scary.”26 Such 
congregations' understanding of themselves as always becoming, of being a living 
organism, is evident in their willingness to innovate. There is a “deliberate” messiness 
that Marti and Ganiel identify as being central to the Emerging Church.
27
  
This messy uniqueness and response to “God’s new thing” that occurs from the 
grassroots, however, does not necessarily signal a break with the past, nor does it require 
the new “simply because it is new.”28 Stephanie Spellers, making a case for how mainline 
churches and emerging churches work together, offers that while the emerging church 
provides the tools needed by the church to “honor our context, to embrace the Other, and 
to restore tolerance for freedom and flexibility,” the Emerging Church can nonetheless 
“draw us back to the practices that Jesus and our mainline traditions have held out to us 
from the beginning.”29 The emerging character of the church calls for a both/and 
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demeanor and resists polarization.
30
 Spellers, among others, uses the term “ancient-
future,” asserting, “This is how the gospel and traditions come to life in our context. The 
more authentically we embody the gospel within this context, the more intent we are on 
joining with the Spirit as she brings new forms of ancient-future Christian community to 
life where we are.”31 Nadia Bolz-Weber, in a related but distinct manner, states, “Part of 
my job as a church planter is to help form the theological identity of the community. 
Ideally speaking, that identity should be deeply rooted in my theological tradition while 
simultaneously being informed by the culture context of the community itself.”32 This 
“both/and” emphasis will have implications in regard to clergy and laity, a theme to 
which I will return in the discussion on the Emerging Church as relational. 
The Emerging Church as Relational 
In their sociological study of the Emerging Church, when reporting on the 
deconstructive nature of the Emerging Church Movement, the first and most dominant 
aspect of deconstruction that Marti and Ganiel highlight is the Emerging Church’s 
consistent self-characterization as anti-institutional.
33
 Central to this anti-institutionalism 
is the Emerging Church’s emphasis on conversation, “unpretentious, egalitarian, and 
spiritually neutral space,” and on leaders as facilitators.34 Marti and Ganiel report that, 
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“The ideal congregational structure repeatedly described by Emerging Christians is 
decentralized, egalitarian, spontaneous, and relational, with low overhead and an 
energizing atmosphere.”35 They find that the pub church model of the Emerging Church 
illustrates this well: “We see the pub church format as the underlying liturgical model for 
the EMC. Its format (e.g., flat leadership, open conversation, and leisurely setting) is 
found in many EMC-influenced congregations as part of their regular services.”36 They 
also see in the Emerging Church an “intentional effort to reconstruct spaces to move 
away from pews, altars, or elevated pulpits,”37 bringing the relational aspect of the 
Emerging Church to structural form.  
Similarly, Larson and Osborne note that the nature of the emerging Church has 
relational implications for how the church, as the embodiment of Christ, is made 
materially real and how it is corporately formed. Looking back to Jesus on “a hillside in 
Judea, a sandy shore” and all the various places where his disciples and the crowds 
gathered with him, they contend that what mattered most was not the physical setting but 
the “fellowship which worshipped its beloved Lord together.”38 Larson and Osborn recall 
that the early church had no rigid pews, no false dignity, no stopwatch, and no printed 
liturgies to “suppress what was normal and spontaneous,” but that it gathered for the 
celebration of a living Christ and “an assurance of belonging to God and one another.”39 
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Another dominant theme throughout Larson and Osborne’s book is their 
insistence on a “lay apostolate” in the emerging church. The lay apostolate is an 
affirmation that the laity and clergy do the work together that in turn has structural 
implications for the church. From their perspective, “The Church of the ‘70s will find its 
ministry being expressed by a whole people, wherein the distinction between clergy and 
laity will be that of function, not of status or hierarchical division.”40 They call for a 
relationship of mutual trust between clergy and laity and affirm that the clergy is part of 
the laity and is not separate from them, and that only together can they embody 
something wholly new and respond to Christ’s call to the church.41 They translate this to 
mean that there is no hierarchy – especially not one based on ordination— and therefore 
no clericalism and no double standard or having one set of standards for the clergy and 
another for the laity.
42
  In effect, there is to be no second-class citizenship of any sort 
within the church.
43
 They eschew the idea of having a “professional Christian through 
whom the rest of us live out our faith vicariously.”44 Along similar lines, Karen Ward, 
founding Vicar of Church of the Apostles, an Episcopal and Lutheran emerging church 
plant in Seattle, Washington, refers to a leader within her context as “a ‘curator’ of ‘open 
space’ where the leadership of baptismal priesthood can be developed, blessed, and 
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released…Curating is more collaboration with a collective than commanding a 
brigade.”45 For Larson and Osborne the theological premise that undergirds this position 
is that one of the greatest two resources of the church is its humanity. In fact, the 
humanity of the church is inextricably tied to Christ’s divinity, which is the other of the 
greatest two resources of the emerging church. They explain: “In too many instances, the 
Church has neglected its primary resources: the divinity of Christ continuing His 
incarnation in His people, and the very humanity of those in whom He continues to 
live.”46 
However, within the Emerging Church Christopher Rodkey, in a piece titled 
“Satanism in the Suburbs: Ordination as Insubordination,” raises the concern that a 
problematic understanding of the lay/clergy relationship still functions within the 
church.
47
 He makes a three-point argument about the way the ordained clergy role 
functions in most Protestant churches. He contends that in the first place, “ordination 
usually operates, on a practical level within mainline churches, as a mechanism to 
promote control, of both the ordained and the nonordained”; in the second place, “this 
control also supports a division of labor within some churches’ structures”; and in the 
third place, and more to my point, he states that while “an important Protestant doctrine is 
the priesthood of all believers,” it is not being lived into. Instead, though unofficially, 
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ordained clergy are essentially paid “to be the professional Christians in a substitutionary 
arrangement for the congregation itself,” which is “one of the most discouraging aspects 
of ministry for many pastors.”48  
In his book The Church is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging 
Church Movement, Tony Jones’s central thesis is that the Emerging Church embodies a 
relational ecclesiology—though participants have not sufficiently realized this and have 
therefore not adequately developed or grounded themselves in this ecclesiology.
49
 For 
Jones, the practices that already exist in the Emerging Church point to its relational 
ecclesiology, one defined by its relationships; they hold to an ideal of egalitarian 
friendship, a conviction that “the Bible is better understood by a Christian community 
when the interpretation thereof is engaged by the entire community” and that 
“acknowledge[s] the hermeneutical authority of every member.”50 For the theological 
grounding of the Emerging Church's ecclesiology, he draws on Jürgen Moltmann’s 
relational ecclesiology, the practices of which “exemplify the characteristics of 
communal Christian life that these congregations hold most dear.”51 
The Emerging Church as Inclusive 
 The third recurring theme in Larson and Osborne’s The Emerging Church is that 
the emerging church must be inclusive and open not only to “the dramatic changes and 
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developments in contemporary society” but also to the questioning and critique of those 
inside and outside the church.
52
 In their chapter titled “Open Doors,”53 Larson and 
Osborne comment that heretofore, “Communities of believers, anxious to remain faithful 
to their Lord, have built strong theological and ecclesiastical walls around themselves to 
keep out the winds of change and controversy.”54 They refer to these efforts as “ark 
theology” and say it is “perhaps the greatest enemy the Church has to face in our time.”55 
Instead of putting up walls, they see the “changes and developments of contemporary 
society” as “amazing opportunities” for the church, not as a threat to it.56  
 To this point, Stephanie Spellers, who served as founding priest from 2005 to 
2012 for The Crossing, an emergent congregation based at St. Paul's Cathedral in Boston, 
argues that a key problem with the mainline church in the United States, and part of the 
cause of its decline, is not that it has let go of its identity but that it has “clung to it too 
tightly.”57 She explains, “As our neighborhoods changed, and hybridity became the rule, 
we came to look like cultural dinosaurs: suspicious of change, judgmental of emerging 
cultures, and incapable of venturing out to build relationships in the transformed 
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communities around us.”58 In contrast to this “cultural dinosaur,” Grace Commons, an 
Emerging Church community for which Nanette Sawyers is the pastor, takes it for 
granted that exploring imagination and experimentation are part of the “spiritual 
artfulness” that the community is called to live into and practice as a church. Sawyer 
states that imagination is an imperative for the emerging church saying, “Practicing 
imaginative experimentation is a way to discover and to encounter the holy…Spiritual 
artfulness is about opening ourselves to possibilities that we haven’t yet considered. It is 
about being transformed by the imagination of others, by being open to their unique 
insights, and to the way that God speaks to and through them.”59 In effect, it is the 
opposite of the ark theology that Osborne and Larson critiqued.  
 Similarly, Marti and Ganiel explain that one of the things for which the Emerging 
Church Movement strives is the ability to share encounters “with those who they perceive 
as radically different in their beliefs and practices.” 60 In its “epistemic humility” those 
within the Emerging Church assert that it is “really important” to recognize that one can 
be wrong and they therefore encourage themselves and others to hold their beliefs 
lightly.
61
 The willingness to encounter those of theological differences can result in one’s 
openness to be changed. Marti and Ganiel discovered that this inclusiveness of the 
Emerging Church is reflected in their ecumenism, one that “transcends many theological 
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and ecclesial boundaries.”62 They draw from a variety of Christian traditions in a “desire 
to create tradition-rich, yet culturally relevant local church experiences.”63 They consider 
this ecumenism and inclusivity to be part of the Emerging Church’s religious orientation 
that is based on deconstruction—meaning its openness to questions, doubts, and critiques. 
They aim to facilitate diversity and include difference, including those who identify as 
atheist and those who have serious critiques of the faith. They do not consider this 
inclusivity and the critiques it may bring to be a threat, but merely a normal and integral 
part of one’s faithful expression of being a follower of Jesus, of giving witness to 
Christ.
64
 By extension, then, “what it means to ‘witness’ is to be able to live with people 
who are different without trying to change or convert them.”65 
Conclusion 
What is presented in the literature on the Emerging Church, both in the works 
written about the Emerging Church (Jones, Marti and Ganiel, Larson and Osborne) and a 
sampling of works written by its leaders (Bolz-Weber, Rodkey, Sawyer, Snider, 
Spellers), is an Emerging Church that reflects organicity, relationality, and inclusivity in 
a variety of forms as necessary expressions for an embodiment of church that is faithful 
to the witness of the living Christ. Jones in particular advocates for and describes a 
flattening of the hierarchies in the “ever-changing relationships between clergy and 
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laity,”66 demonstrated in part by the lack of elevated pulpits, vestments for clergy, or 
mics and lights for the preacher. Central to the relational ecclesiology he identifies are 
both the weekly practice of communion and the “open sermon,” the exegesis and 
construction of which is done collectively during the service. Marti and Ganiel describe 
the Emerging Church Movement as pluralist congregations with dialogue-centered spaces 
and flatter leadership hierarchies.
67
 Overlapping with what Jones describes, Marti and 
Ganiel report that the ideal of the Emerging Church’s “flat leadership” is based on shared 
responsibility, decentralized leadership and part-time clergy, and an egalitarian form of 
congregational government that strives to distribute power. Whether the Emerging 
Church achieves this or not is another question.
68
 In regard to the physical location and 
setting of such churches, they report that Emerging Church participants affirm that God is 
to be found in the ordinary places and experiences of life, asserting no sacred/secular 
divide and therefore that a variety of spaces are appropriate for their gatherings. 
Emerging Church participants make “intentional efforts to reconstruct spaces” and 
democratize the space, moving away from pews, altars, and elevated pulpits.
69
 Preaching 
in Emerging Church congregations is often communitarian, meaning that it is 
participatory rather than simply having one speaker and an audience of passive receivers, 
while keeping scripture central.
70
 Worship is not the “typical” evangelical liturgical 
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experience; characterized by a “curious mix of sacramentalism and ahistoricism,”71 it is 
instead focused in large part around communion and communal practices.
72
  
Central to the changes for which advocates of the Emerging Church call, and 
which the literature on the Emerging Church presents, are changes that make for an 
organic, relational, and inclusive church – a church that is alive, uniquely formed at the 
grassroots, and continually being reformed in response to and in relationship with its 
community; a church that is relationally centered, having no hierarchy, professional 
Christians, or second-class citizenship, a church that is characterized first and foremost as 
a community of mutual trust and participation; and a church open to change, change 
based on encounters among those within the church as well as with those outside of it, a 
church that never closes itself off in fear but is always open to questioning and critique. 
For Larson and Osborne, these characteristics have everything to do with the quality or 
character of the people who make up the church; they do not so much depend on 
conventional church elements and practices like “charismatic preaching, lay skills and 
talents, building and budget, creative curriculum, sensitive programming, participation of 
membership in attendance and stewardship” – which make up the all too common 
“Church in America today” where “one thing follows another with rigidity and lack of 
imagination,”73 but on right relationships focused on the life that Jesus introduced.74 
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In the 1970s, almost forty years before the start of the Emerging Church of today, 
Larson and Osborne, pastor writers in the United States, were calling for precisely such 
changes. Their concerns were very similar to those of the early leaders of the Emerging 
Church: the church’s lack of engagement with the changing culture of their time and 
frustration regarding the church’s resistance to questioning and critique by people within 
the church and outside of it. Precisely these were also the dominant and repeatedly 
expressed concerns of Emerging Church participants forty years later. For Larson and 
Osborne, as for those within the Emerging Church, what is at stake is the church’s 
faithfulness as an embodied witness to the gospel; as they state, the church must engage 
these issues if it is to be “true to its Lord.”75  
It is with an eye to these themes and characteristics that I analyzed the findings 
that resulted from my own research among twelve Emerging Church congregations 
across the United States. Is the Emerging Church, as I encountered it during my research 
study, the organic, relational, and inclusive church the literature claims that it is, and 
which Larson and Osborne anticipated would emerge? However, before moving onto a 
description of the research findings and presenting the lived ecclesiology of Emerging 
Church, I first introduce the history of the Emerging Church and the broader context out 
of which it arises. 
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The Usual Suspects 
Tracing the Predominant History of the Emerging Church Movement 
The Emerging Church that has come into existence and has developed in the 
United States, sometimes referred to as the “Emerging Church Movement,”76  is often 
traced back to events initiated by the Young Leaders Network, a subproject of the 
Leadership Network (Network), “a private parachurch evangelical organization that 
stimulates innovation and dialogue among church leaders.”77 I will outline the history of 
the Emerging Church by beginning at this specific historical moment so as to trace the 
roots of the popular image of the Emerging Church. However, the Emerging Church is a 
more wide-spread phenomenon than that specific historical retelling represents and I will 
therefore trace its larger context and the divergent trajectories that make up the Emerging 
Church.  
One can trace the histories of the early roots of the Emerging Church through 
various books and blog posts
78
 and can see those roots in one particular trajectory of 
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Emerging Church history and one particular set of the most frequently cited voices. In 
this second half of the chapter I will highlight the formative aspects of the most dominant 
historical retelling of the early roots as they took shape in the United States, significant 
for the focus of this research project and the feminist analysis I carry out, while also 
demonstrating that the Emerging Church cannot be adequately represented only by that 
dominant and particular retelling or by a subset of just a few voices. Instead, I situate the 
Emerging Church as part of a more widespread movement of deconstructing the church.  
From a feminist point of view, to offer this predominant historical retelling of the 
roots of the emerging church and then to situate it within a larger context is a necessary 
intervention in relation to the image of the Emerging Church that dominates the popular 
imagination. It is important to offer this history and critique it because, as it stands, the 
predominant image highlights a popular few and effectively erases the vast majority of 
the people, especially the women, who make up the movement.  
In the United States, several of the most prominent figures that represent the 
Emerging Church are the oft cited Brian McLaren, Tony Jones, Doug Pagitt, Pete 
Rollins, and, coming into more prominence in 2014 after the publication of her spiritual 
memoir and after being featured on the front cover of Sojourners magazine,
79
 Nadia 
Bolz-Weber. Along with these ‘usual suspects’ repeatedly cited in blog posts, articles, 
interviews, and conference posters, there is an image of Emerging Church that dominates 
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the popular imagination: that of hipster
80
 white men repackaging a largely theologically-
conservative Christianity and transforming it into a slick new brand so as to appeal to a 
younger postmodern population. This image was born out of a particular 
Evangelical/Post-Evangelical strand of the movement that was predominantly male and 
white focused on a “slick” repackaging of Christianity and church so as to make it 
appealing and relevant to postmodern youth.  
This most popular understanding of the Emerging Church and the prominence of 
these oft cited voices can be traced back to an organization called the Leadership 
Network (Network) where Brian McLaren, Tony Jones, Doug Pagitt, and Dan Kimball, 
among others, were first brought together in order to form the Young Leaders Network. It 
is through their collective involvement in the Network that the early roots of the 
Emerging Church were laid in the form in which it is predominantly known today. 
According to the organization's website, the Leadership Network is “a Christian 
Non profit (sic) 501c3 donor supported ministry organized in the United States.”81 
Stating that program fees “don’t cover the costs for the research and innovation that must 
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take place,” the site explains that the Network's funding comes from the “many generous, 
visionary investors and donors that share [its] commitment to helping foster innovation 
movements that activate THE CHURCH to greater impact.”82 A cursory investigation of 
the Network reveals that it was created to bring business management principles to the 
Christian church in order to increase its “impact,”83 and that the Network's “generous, 
visionary investors” are chiefly mega-churches and their pastors.  
The Young Leaders Network was an effort of the Network created to bring 
together “advance scouts for the emerging church.”84 Out of this expressed effort, in 1997 
the Network hired Doug Pagitt to “scout” emerging church leaders – mostly youth 
pastors who focused their ministry on the “baby busters and Generation X.”85 The 
Network sought to equip emerging leaders and help them innovate so that they could 
successfully connect with the increasingly postmodern culture of their target 
demographic. Doug Pagitt was then tasked with bringing together youth pastors who 
were already successfully connecting with the younger generation. At the time, Doug 
Pagitt was himself a youth pastor at Wooddale Church, a mega-church in Minneapolis, 
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which he left in order to work for the Network.
86
 In effect, Doug Pagitt was the first to be 
“scouted” as a successful and innovative youth pastor; he would in turn “scout” other 
church leaders to bring them together.
87
  
The initial concern of the Network was the increasing absence of young people in 
evangelical churches and the desire that they reconnect with church. This network of 
pastors, who at the time of the Young Leaders Network’s inception was predominantly, if 
not exclusively, white and male, came together to discuss and innovate ways the church 
could again attract 18-30 year olds who had stopped attending church after high school.
88
 
Drawing on the practices of business management, the early efforts of the Network 
followed the trend among church leadership of studying all they could about “baby 
busters,” (later known as Generation X), and learning how to appeal to them.89  The idea 
was that bringing these “cultural creatives” together in one place would inevitably spark 
something new, the next big thing, for the renewal and growth of the church.
90
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In a Mother Jones Magazine article in 1998, Doug Pagitt stated, "We target 
young, innovative ministries because they are the future of the church."
91
 And when 
asked by the interviewer, “So what's in it for the megachurches?” – referencing the 
financial investment made by mega-churches to the Young Leaders Network – Doug 
responds, “Reaching a new generation…The great commandment is to make more 
disciples."
92
 Early within the Young Leaders Network, it was generally understood that 
“greater impact” meant greater numbers – first by drawing young people to churches’ 
youth ministries and then by expecting them to continue attending church as adults. The 
investment made by the Network was to result in increasing the number of Christian 
disciples so as to have greater impact in culture and society.
93
  
However, participants of the Young Leaders Network quickly realized that the 
issue was not simply a generational one but also a cultural one. They recognized a 
postmodern cultural shift as partly responsible for why younger people were increasingly 
turned off by church, unable to connect with its dogma and outdated practices.
94
 Spurred 
by this recognition, participants of the Young Leaders Network began to shift their focus 
from trying to connect with young people by innovating with methodology and the forms 
church could take to beginning a discussion on what it would mean for the church to 
engage the postmodern culture, and how it should do so. This became the source of rifts 
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among those involved in the early part of the movement, rifts between those focused on 
innovating in form and method and those who moved on to broader theological 
exploration. Ultimately, the Young Leaders Network did not follow directly in the 
footsteps of its mega-church sponsors, and the founder of the Network, Bob Buford, 
would eventually express his unhappiness with “what the movement had become”95 —
which was visibly split.  
Books, articles, and blogposts that recount the early history and development of 
the Emerging Church trace the gradual transformation described above to three key 
organizational moments: the Leadership Network's founding of the Young Leaders 
Network in 1997, the Young Leaders Network's creation of the Terra Nova Project
96
 
around 2000, and Terra Nova’s disbanding and reemerging as the Emergent Village in 
2001 when the Network withdrew its financial support.  
At the moment of the founding of Emergent Village, a split based on theological 
differences that were already present among the gathered leaders became more 
pronounced. The early roots of the Emerging Church focused on revisioning the 
methodology of being and doing church in order to connect and draw people (especially 
younger ones) back to church. Such innovation took place around preaching style, the 
inclusion of art and original music, the location of church and the set-up of space, the 
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social issues and causes to which the church attended, and the forms of leadership and 
polity.
97
 In effect, as the title of the Mother Jones Magazine article states, the early roots 
of the Emerging Church represented “Fundamentalism’s Answer to MTV: The 
Postmodern Church.” More accurately one could say that the Emerging Church was 
Evangelicalism’s answer to a generational and cultural shift. Many of the ministers 
involved in the events and conferences organized by the Young Leaders Network were 
evangelical youth pastors who soon set off to found new churches and creative ministries 
out of these early efforts at innovation. A wave of new churches was planted in the very 
late 1990s and early 2000s that grew out of the “scouting” of leaders for the emerging 
church.  
However, with the founding of the Terra Nova Project, the second organizational 
moment of transformation in the emerging church, pastoral leaders began to give 
attention not only to revisioning the methodology of how to do church, but to revisioning 
evangelical theology itself. Whereas the focus had been on innovating the “style” and 
forms of church, the emerging leaders, inspired by the postmodern, post-liberal, and 
deconstructive philosophy they were engaging shifted their focus to revisioning theology 
and rethinking the certainty with which they held some evangelical doctrines and were 
increasingly questioning some of the doctrines themselves.
98
 In his book The Church is 
Flat, Tony Jones states, in regard to these early roots, “an early theme in the movement 
was that the churches and seminaries from which we were engaging [had] grown too 
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certain about their stand on doctrinal issues, polity, and social issues.”99 Not all would 
agree on this point, however. In the opinion of Dan Kimball, a participant since the 
inception of this movement, certain doctrinal issues were not then, nor now, open for 
debate.  
As participants of the Young Leaders Network and the Terra Nova project 
together attended conferences, workshops, and a variety of other events, these two 
trajectories and respective groups grew increasingly disparate until it became untenable 
to hold the two together under the same umbrella organization. Around this time, several 
articles and publications were written about the “taxonomy” of the Emerging Church, 
distinguishing the various “streams” or “lanes” of the emerging church and the place of 
key leaders and participants within those “streams.”100 Those who were more 
theologically conservative and not as invested in questioning long-standing evangelical 
doctrines began to distance themselves from the label “Emerging Church,” from the 
Emergent Village, and from references to Emergent Church and Emergent Christianity 
for fear of being associated with left-leaning theological questioning.  Many of these 
more conservative leaders came to prefer the term “missional” rather than “emerging.”101   
In fact, the founding of Emergent Village came as a result of the Leadership 
Network pulling their funding from the Terra Nova project when the theological 
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questions being raised surpassed the comfort and convictions of some of the sponsors and 
funders. The theological break, and the third key moment of transformation in these 
particular early roots of the Emerging Church, occurred when questions began to be 
raised of theological doctrines such as substitutionary atonement, gender 
complementarianism, and Jesus’ physical resurrection. It was at this point, with the 
founding of Emergent Village in 2001, that there occurred a visible split among the usual 
suspects of the early Emerging Church.  
Yet those emerging pastors and leaders who were willing to entertain theological 
questions even of long-held evangelical doctrines were all the while drawing young 
people to their churches
102
 and were connecting with people disaffected by Christianity. 
These pastors and their churches represent the part of the Emerging Church that embraces 
or embodies a postmodern sensibility within the church. For this reason, at this point the 
original donors were no longer funding this segment of the Emerging Church. Phil 
Snider, in the introduction to his edited volume The Hyphenateds: How Emergence 
Christianity is Re-Traditioning Mainline Practices, explains it this way:  
For many, the emerging church was supposed to be nothing more than a new way 
of doing church in a so-called postmodern culture,
9
 an approach that could make 
church more relevant and interesting for younger people who otherwise had no 
interest. These folks argued that emerging expressions of Christianity pointed to a 
style that should be implemented in order to help evangelical congregations 
connect with the “unchurched.” …By contrast, others involved in the 
conversation continued to emphasize that the most important aspect of emergent 
Christianity wasn’t primarily about style. For them, stylistic concerns were always 
secondary to theological concerns, and, more to the point, these folks were 
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interested in reevaluating the standard evangelical message they had received as 
children in order to cultivate a whole new approach to Christianity.
103
 
 
The willingness of those in this segment not only to innovate in methodology but also to 
question their tradition’s theology, often affirming that no theological question was “off 
limits,” marks them as the more progressive segment of the Emerging Church and places 
them within the broader context of a movement within Christianity to deconstruct the 
church. It is these people, who were and are willing to revision theology and increasingly 
question evangelical certainties, who continue to dominate the popular imagination of 
what the Emerging Church is in the United States.  
In summary, this early history of the Emerging Church highlights two groups and 
two trajectories within the movement that have existed since its early roots. On one hand 
were those who shared a commitment and interest to embody contemporary 
Evangelicalism in such a way that it would appeal to Generation X and to those of an 
increasingly postmodern culture and ethos. Their desire was to make Christianity more 
relatable so as not to “lose” young people once they left home for college. This was of 
initial interest to all who were involved in the Young Leaders Network and the early 
Emerging Church. On the other hand were those who were also interested in asking more 
serious theological questions, beside these methodological concerns. In light of 
postmodern and postliberal theologies and philosophies, they raised questions about the 
nature of God, the nature of faith, and the truthfulness of certain taken-for-granted 
doctrines within Evangelicalism. This trajectory within the early history of the Emerging 
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Church points to its larger context within which it is important to situate the Emerging 
Church, a broader movement within Christianity of people and communities raising 
questions, critiques, and doubts, not only of their churches and the forms they take, but of 
the theologies that undergird their particular expression and embodiment of church.   
This movement of deconstructing the church is the larger context within which 
the Emerging Church exists and it includes mainline, evangelical and post-evangelical, 
and denominationally un-affiliated congregations. This movement is made up of churches 
among which deconstruction is happening – not necessarily as an intentional act in order 
to attract a target population, but as an outgrowth of their own questions and of their 
critical reflection on their inherited tradition. This broader context, which sociologists 
Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel refer to as the Deconstructed Church,
104
 more 
accurately reflects the Emerging Church than the predominant identification of a few 
individuals brought to prominence by their involvement in the well-funded Young 
Leaders Network who in truth constitute only one particular trajectory of the movement’s 
early roots. As Phil Snider affirms, “It became clear that the emerging moment had given 
birth to a much broader conversation across the landscape of North American 
Christianity, encompassing evangelicals, mainliners, Roman Catholics, and a variety of 
other Christian communities as well.”105  
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Conclusion 
The pattern of elevating a few at the cost of the many has been a point of 
discussion for both those who are within the movement and those who study it. From 
within the movement, Stephanie Spellers, reflecting the disregard people seem to have for 
the reality that not all who are “Emergent Christians” are white, writes:  
Is the emerging church a whites-only movement? Some savvy observers say so.
1 
Perhaps because I’m a black woman serving as priest and lead organizer with an 
Anglimergent community in Boston, I get peppered with questions like “Aren’t 
they racists? What are you doing with them?” My more skeptical Episcopal 
colleagues are almost giddy with the news, as if they’re grateful to see cracks in 
the revolutionaries’ ranks.106 
 
Because the popular few tend to be white and male, Spellers’ own participation is looked 
upon with curious skepticism. From outside the movement, sociologist Gladys Ganiel, 
co-author of The Deconstructed Church, wondered about the degree to which women’s 
participation in the Emerging Church is given attention. Referencing a discussion with 
Peter Rollins, one of the cofounders of Ikon, an emerging type of community in 
Belfast,
107
 Ganiel notes that, “the group with which Rollins is associated in Belfast, Ikon, 
seems to me quite gender-balanced. A number of women are involved in planning and 
organizing its events,” she continues, stating, “But as Rollins wryly acknowledged, the 
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Insurrection Tour—a sort of portable Ikon featuring Rollins, Pádraig Ó Tuama, and 
Jonny McEwen—was fronted by three white guys.”108 So while the answer to Spellers’ 
question “Is the Emerging Church for whites only?” can be said to be “No,” the 
acknowledgement of that and of the fact that no one part of the “emergence pie” 
represents the whole has been slow to come, as has the integration of women in the 
public face and leadership of the movement.  
I have traced the history of the popular image of the Emerging Church, one that 
highlights a post-evangelical trajectory of repackaging Christianity in an effort to appeal 
to a younger postmodern population, in order to disrupt that image and situate it within its 
broader context. Perpetuating a monolithic understanding of the Emerging Church plays 
into the all too common pattern of having a few high-profile white men stand in for and 
overshadow the many, a patriarchal habit in need of deconstruction within church and 
society. The Emerging Church that is the focus of this project is one that reflects a wider 
movement of deconstructing church; as part of that I also seek to disrupt the perpetuation 
of a particularly narrow popular image.  
This broadly defined Emerging Church, then, represents a movement of 
communities of people of various denominations or none who are questioning their 
inherited tradition, are raising concerns of their inherited theologies, and are seeking to 
address the incongruities experienced between their tradition’s theological claims and the 
ways their churches are living and embodying those claims, or not. Among these 
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communities there occurs a disruption of what is and what has been in regard to the 
historical church, and an active reimaging of it. Emerging Church participants raise 
questions not only of the forms and structures of church, but of the taken-for-granted 
theological doctrines of their traditions. These communities often include those 
disaffected by Christianity, people reluctant to identify as Christian because of the 
negative experiences they have had – traumatic and sometimes abusive experiences in 
church – or because of the incongruity they have experienced between their 
understanding of what it means to be church and their actual experience of it.  
For this dissertation, it is important to understand the Emerging Church as a larger 
movement of deconstruction within church, one that goes beyond the popular and all-too-
narrow dominant image. It is important not only because this broader definition interrupts 
the age-old pattern of habitually elevating a few high profile folks and overshadowing the 
many, but because this context represents a potential place of promise within the 
Christian church for addressing the charges and concerns feminist theologians raise – the 
ultimate concern of this dissertation. Christopher Rodkey, a scholar and Emerging 
Church practitioner, offers a helpful description of this context, of the ethos of the 
Emerging Church, that is of greatest relevance for this project: “I am attracted to the 
ethos of the emergence movement because it seems to be embodying what Paul Tillich 
called the Protestant Principle—that the gospel will always be new and relevant, always 
re-inventing itself, even if it means leaving the church and establishing something 
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new.”109 It is those who are willing to revision theology and increasingly question 
inherited certainties – even to the point of leaving church in order to establish something 
new – that hold promise for being a responsive partner to feminist critique.  
.
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CHAPTER THREE  
THE LIVED ECCLESIOLOGY OF THE EMERGING CHURCH 
I’ve fallen in love with poetry here. I had never understood it growing up and 
always hated those lessons in school and whatever. But, here we have fourth-
Sunday poetry vespers, and so we, throughout the service, incorporate poetry as 
another form of liturgy. And, I just really, really love it. It’s a really fun 
experience and I’ve taken a lot of appreciation for it. And it’s taught me to find 
the holy in ordinary things and to learn to connect with God through lots of 
different avenues, so that’s one of my favorite things. 
  - participant of Grace Commons Church  
 
I had moved back from college and, with a couple of other friends, had started 
this residential community…And we were all kind of Post-Evangelicals who did 
not attend church, who had no connection to church whatsoever, and so that 
became…a large topic of, like, "Well why is that? What's going on here?” – like, 
all of us kind of had this same sense of – “We don't know where we fit,” you 
know? Either we were too academic or we were too liberal for the conservative 
church, too conservative for the über liberal church, we were “too,” you know, 
“too this” or “too that.” That was kind of the impetus – like, you know – I want to 
be church with my people. 
  - founding pastor of Church of the Beloved 
 
I do consider myself a witch. I also consider [pastor] Phil to be one of my dear 
friends, because he looks beyond sort of the, the names of what we call our 
respective spiritual paths and sort of looks for the, he looks for the similarities, 
and the differences. And he celebrates the differences, just as much as he does the 
similarities, and that's very welcoming…I mean, there's a lot of people in this 
church that I know and have become friends with. 
  - friend and occasional participant of The Gathering 
 
To paint the fuller picture of the texture and context of the Emerging Church, 
beyond that which has captured the popular imagination, and to draw in the insights and 
experiences of the wider range of people who make up the Emerging Church and not 
depend on only those who have published books, I conducted qualitative research with 
twelve congregations across the United States.
1
 The stories included here reveal the hope 
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and promise, the good news, participants have encountered in their Emerging Church 
congregation, as well as some of the areas of difficulty and tension. In turn, I contend that 
it is at those points of tension that the Emerging Church faces the danger of falling into 
the age-old patterns of sexism, hierarchy, and exclusion that have long plagued the 
church and that in turn thwart its efforts to be the organic, relational, and inclusive church 
it seeks to form, and where the insights and contributions of early feminist theology 
become necessary to it.  
I visited twelve Emerging Church communities across the United States between 
September 2012 and July 2013.
2
 Initially I contacted the fifteen congregations that are 
most frequently mentioned in Emerging Church literature. Ten of those congregations 
agreed to participate in my research. Two of the congregations that are part of my study, 
Ikon NYC and Church of the Beloved, while they are indeed documented in the 
literature, are not in the top fifteen most mentioned. Nonetheless, their inclusion proved 
important to my study. Ikon NYC was from the outset a one-year experiment (2012-
2013) initiated by Peter Rollins and similar to Ikon Belfast (in Northern Ireland), a 
collective widely written about in the literature and looked upon for inspiration by 
Emerging Church participants in the United States. It was a serendipitous opportunity 
that its one-year church experiment was taking place during the time frame of my study 
and in close proximity to my own location. I was therefore able to participate in half of 
their gatherings and include them in my study. Ivar Hillesland, pastor of Church of the 
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Apostles (COTA), recommended Church of the Beloved to me while I was in Seattle, 
Washington visiting COTA. Church of the Beloved was founded by former COTA 
congregants and one of their lay leaders as a missional congregation. It is an intentional 
living community and is considered a sister church of COTA. As I was already in Seattle, 
Ivar put me in contact with Ryan Marsh, pastor of Church of the Beloved, who agreed to 
be included in the study.  
The list of congregations below represents the congregations’ information at the 
time of my visit – church name, city/state, tagline, pastoral leadership, denominational 
affiliation, gathering days and time, and meeting location. Any variations in the terms I 
use to describe the churches are based on the congregations’ self-description and on the 
language used in their websites and printed materials. 
 Revolution Church, aka Revolution NYC 
Brooklyn, New York 
restoring hope since 1994; often introduced as “a community of grace and 
provocation”3 
Co-pastors Jay Bakker and Vince Anderson 
No denominational identity 
Meets weekly Sundays, 4:00pm  
Pete’s Candy Store, a bar and live music venue in the Williamsburg 
neighborhood
4
  
I attended monthly from September 2012-March 2013.  
 
 IkonNYC  
Brooklyn, New York 
Iconic | Apocalyptic | Heretical | Emerging | Failing 
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 Revolution NYC with Jay Bakker and Vince Anderson as co-pastors, had its last gathering on 
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A one-year transformance art liturgical church experiment  
Founded by Peter Rollins, led and run by a team
5
  
No denominational identity 
Monthly on Sunday evenings from September 2012-October 2013 
Most gatherings were held at Deity, an events venue and bar 
I attended six of their gatherings, including the first and the final one 
 
 The Gathering  
Salem, Massachusetts 
Short on Rules. Long on Relationships. 
Pastor Phil Wyman 
Interdenominational; originally a Four-Square Gospel “missionary congregation” 
Meets weekly Sundays, 10:00am and 6:00pm 
“The Vault” – former bank space that serves as home for The Gathering6  
I visited them on St. Patrick’s Day weekend, March 2013.  
 
 Journey Church  
Dallas, Texas 
A Holistic Missional Christian Community 
Pastor Danielle Grubb Shroyer
7
  
Independent congregation with no denominational affiliation; Baptist roots 
Meets weekly Sundays, 5:10pm 
Rented office suite space, shared with another church 
I visited them Easter weekend, March 2013
8
  
 
                                                        
5
 “Transformance art provides us with a type of suspended space in which we may leave our 
cultural, political, and religious views at the door; let go of our frantic pursuits for wholeness; sensitize 
ourselves to one another; and learn to embrace existence… ikon NYC in New York run transformance art 
gatherings. Each of the events [transformance art gatherings] are given unique names, but are collectively 
known under the title “ikon.”” Peter Rollins, Pyrotheology Theory and Practice website, “Transformance 
Art,” accessed January 1, 2015, http://pyrotheology.com/practices/transformative-art-experience/theory/.  
6
 According to their brochure, “The Vault is a community center for music, art, learning, and 
spiritual development,” run by The Gathering, and describes this way: “For 200 years it was a bank – it’s 
still a safe place.” Due to a loss of grant funding, as of August 2013 The Vault is no longer home of The 
Gathering; it is now a nomadic church community meeting in various locations in Salem though still 
working to reestablish itself in downtown Salem.  
7
 Danielle Shroyer stepped down as the pastor of Journey Church in late summer of 2013 and 
Kayla Coffee-Prose came on as the new pastor in October 2014. Danielle Shroyer continues to be part of 
Journey Church. 
8
 Journey Church continues to share rented space with another church, but is at a new location in a 
warehouse type space it shares with a different congregation than before.  
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 Vintage Faith Church  
Santa Cruz, California 
A Worshipping Community of Missional Theologians 
Staff leads [their term] Dan Kimball, Josh Fox and Kristen Jensen 
No denominational identity  
Meets weekly on Sundays, 9:00am, 11:00am, and 7:00pm  
Church building, with a coffeehouse/ lounge to serve the larger Santa Cruz 
community
9
  
I visited the weekend of April 13, 2013.  
 
 Church of the Apostles (COTA)  
Seattle, Washington 
An intentional, sacramental community in the way of Jesus Christ 
Pastor Ivar Hillesland 
Identifies as both an Episcopal and Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 
(ELCA) church, originally a “missional congregation” of the denomination 
Meets weekly Sundays, 5:00pm for Holy Eucharist, its “main weekly worship 
gathering”  
The Fremont Abbey, a non-profit Arts Center founded by the church 
I visited the first week of May 2013.  
 
 Church of the Beloved  
Edmonds, Washington 
You should come, it’s not that bad 
Pastor, “Beloved Architect,” Ryan Marsh 
Originally a “mission development” of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
America (ELCA) and in process of becoming an official congregation of the 
denomination 
Meets weekly Sundays, 4:36pm  
Rosewood Manor, residence of their intentional Christian community 
I visited the first week of May 2013.
10
  
 
 House for All Sinners and Saints (HFASS)  
Denver, Colorado 
A sacramental, eclectic, ancient, quirky church 
Pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber 
Originally a “mission development” of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
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America (ELCA) and now an official congregation with the denomination 
Meets weekly Sundays, 5:00pm 
Rents the parish hall of St. Thomas Episcopal Church  
I visited the last weekend of May 2013.  
 
 House of Mercy  
St. Paul, Minnesota 
You should come—it’s not that bad 
Co-Pastors Debbie Blue and Russell Rathbun 
Affiliated with the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (ELCA) as of June 
2013, identify with the free church tradition, with American Baptist Church roots.  
Meets Sundays, 5:00pm  
Rents sanctuary of Hamline United Methodist Church  
I was present the weekend of June 1, 2013 when they voted to become an ELCA 
affiliated congregation. 
 
 Mosaic  
Hollywood, California 
A Community of Faith, Love and Hope 
Erwin McManus, “principal visionary and primary communicator”  
Non-denominational, originally of Southern Baptist roots 
Meets weekly Sundays, 10:00am, 11:30am, 6:00pm and 8:00pm, and midweek 
Wednesdays, 8:00pm
11
  
Church building
12
  
I visited the second week of June 2013.  
 
 Solomon’s Porch  
Minneapolis, Minnesota 
A Holistic, Missional, Christian Community 
Pastor Doug Pagitt 
Not denominationally affiliated 
Weekly Sunday gatherings at 4:00pm and 6:00pm in their renovated church 
building 
I visited the last weekend of June 2013. 
 
 Grace Commons  
Chicago, Illinois 
An exploration of grace-based faith 
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Pastor Nanette Sawyer 
Presbyterian congregation 
Gathers “most” Sundays for spiritual practice, 5:30pm  
Rents space from St. James Presbyterian Church, where Nanette Sawyer also 
serves as pastor and spiritual director 
I visited the third weekend of July 2013 
 
The intention of studying this congregational sample was to have a representative 
cross-section of Emerging Church congregations from across the United States. Their 
specific place on the theological spectrum, their size, denominational affiliation, or other 
such details were not my primary concern in the selection of the congregations.
13
 My 
objective was to visit with them, participate in their gatherings, conduct interviews, and 
engage their operational ecclesiology through first-hand experience—both through what 
they say about how they understand themselves to be church, whether in “Emerging” 
terms or otherwise, and through my own observations of their lived ecclesiology. In what 
ways are these Emerging Church congregations reflecting the nature of church described 
in the Emerging Church literature?  
The results of my findings reveal that in both expected and unexpected ways the 
categories of organicity, relationality, and inclusivity carry over from the literature into 
the operational reality of these congregations. There are also some aspects of the 
congregations’ lived ecclesiology that fall beyond these distinct categories, areas of 
complexity that are not captured by them; I will note these variances as I write. My 
findings are based on research that includes participant observation, a review of each 
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 The only exception to this was if a congregation had an explicitly expressed anti-feminism 
theological stance, making it an unproductive research subject for this project. Mars Hill Church in Seattle, 
Washington, which has since dissolved as of January 1, 2015, was one church often included in the 
literature that fell into this category. 
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congregation’s printed material, and the narrative analysis I applied to the transcripts of 
the interviews using the Listening Guide method of analysis described in Chapter One. 
My study included 47 interview/focus group sessions with 84 distinct participants from 
among the twelve sites. Below I present both general observations based on this cross-
section of Emerging Church congregations and specific findings pertaining to the 
research question regarding the extent to which the Emerging Church is indeed emerging 
into the embodiment of church it hopes to be and whether it is sufficiently addressing the 
complexity of issues involved in order to be such a church.  
I begin by presenting the findings related to the categories of organicity, 
relationality, and inclusivity, acknowledging the variations that occur within these 
categories. I then present the particular relationship that exists among the organic, 
relational, and inclusive characteristics of church and how their interconnectedness leads 
to a fourth category that was revealed through my analysis: the Emerging Church as the 
radically incarnate Body of Christ and that connects to the concerns raised by feminist 
theologians. 
 
Church as an Organism, Authentic to its Context, Shaped by the Arts 
There is a sense of conviction among Emerging Church participants that the good 
news they experience in Christianity is best expressed by being true to who they are as a 
community and by honoring their particular loves and aversions. Who they are is 
inevitably shaped by various factors that include the congregations’ founding leaders and 
members, their particular source of inspiration for the founding of the church in the first 
  
82 
place, and the congregations’ active engagement with their specific contexts and 
communities. For these twelve churches these commitments are expressed in two primary 
ways: in their expressed willingness to be a living organism that is born out of a 
particular context and is open to change, and in their creativity, both in terms of their high 
value for music and the arts and its incorporation into the life of the church and in terms 
of their willingness to experiment with the forms and practices of the church.  
Across the twelve congregations, there is a shared commitment to being authentic 
to who they are as congregational collectives and to valuing the unique forms of church 
their particular gatherings of people create. The inherent character of a congregation is 
not always a comfortable experience for its participants. Ryan Marsh, the pastor of 
Church of the Beloved, reflected that at times he felt embarrassed that his church was so 
focused on liturgy and worship instead of the highly touted missional expressions of 
church and outreach that are taught at the seminary he attends. He explains, “I continue to 
focus on…how does this liturgy – how is God enlivening this liturgy in this, right now, 
moment. And so I'm, I'm passionate about that thing, and...I'm working through my 
embarassment about that because it feels like that's not the tide. The tide is doing 
something different you know.”14 Even while he expressed his discomfort, though, he 
affirmed that there was something inherently authentic to Church of the Beloved’s focus 
on worship. He explained, “I am convinced of this one thing: that the gospel is the seed 
of all good things in the world and that when we speak the gospel in the language of our 
                                                        
14
 Ellipses here are inserted to replace repeated words and “ums” from the interview transcripts. 
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hearts…it’s the thing that sustains – creates and sustains – all the good shit. And…and if 
we stop doing that…I don’t know what will happen to the good shit.”15  
As an example, Revolution was founded to be a church that was particularly 
welcoming to “the misfits,” to punk rock and other subcultures of often rejected 
populations. During its years of existence the church has moved to a number of different 
locations around the country and has had the population of its participants change along 
the way. It often serves as a “last stop” or “last try” church for people on the verge of 
leaving Christianity and the church behind. Important to them is the need to be attentive 
to the past hurts and negative experiences of its congregants, which for them means they 
do not have music as part of their service. Co-pastor Vince Anderson explained that 
Revolution was “founded as a ministry to post-evangelicals, people that had been burnt 
by the evangelical church.” As such, they have chosen not to incorporate music into their 
services because of the effect it may have on their participants. Vince explained that there 
is a danger that “music, especially in a bar atmosphere…it creates triggers.” He believes 
that if there ever happened to be a person attending who raised their hand up in the air 
during the music in a manner that is common within evangelical worship settings, it 
would “alienate probably 95% of the people that were here.” At the same time, Vince 
recognizes that while this choice is appropriate and perhaps unique for this particular 
community, they are actively revisiting it – but for now, this is who they are and they 
choose to be true to that. 
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 Ellipses here are inserted to replace the “ums” from the interview transcripts.  
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Another example of the commitment to be its own authentic expression of church 
is Solomon’s Porch. Doug Pagitt explained that the church was formed out of a concern 
that existing churches were not adequately valuing creativity. He recalls thinking, “Like, 
where would a cultural creative go to church?” which inspired him to help create an 
ecclesial environment that actively incorporated the arts to their form of church and could 
serve as a church for the “cultural creatives” – for “[the] guy who's writing a novel or 
[the] woman who's an animator in the movie industry or...some kid who's designing the 
next iPhone.” As a result, art and music are seamlessly integrated into the life of 
Solomon’s Porch, noticeable from the moment one walks in. Hanging overhead as one 
walks into the sanctuary is a giant Canada goose, perhaps made of papier-mâché. It 
represents the Celtic wild goose version of the Holy Spirit dove.
16
 The front wall of 
Solomon’s Porch is a collage of painted portraits of its participants. Their music is all 
original, written by their in-house musicians and played weekly by their in-house band. 
They also have a small art gallery featuring original art or photography that is changed on 
a regular basis.  
At Grace Commons church, one of its participants, Rob, explained that the 
church’s unique way of doing things is not because they are all necessarily “curmudgeons 
or like hell bent on being like mavericks, like we have to do it our way,” but because they 
have an understanding that “there are other ways of doing things that [churches] aren’t 
doing yet.” He commented that at Grace Commons, they are interested in finding these 
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 Tony Jones, “The Origins of the Wild Goose,” Theoblogy website, accessed June 23, 2011 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/2011/06/23/the-origins-of-the-wild-goose-festival/.  
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other ways of doing things, things with which they connect the most, and that are most 
true to who they are.
17
 For example, on the occasion of the church’s first baptism, the 
pastor and leadership staff wrote an original baptismal liturgy, they wrote all new music, 
and created an elaborate water-like banner through which people walked as they entered 
the church. When recalling this experience, Rob states, “I had never been to a service like 
that before, but it felt very honest and it flowed out of who we all were.” The innovation 
and creativity of this event is recalled both as something of which Rob is proud and 
something that is authentic to the artistic character of the congregation.  
Across all twelve congregations, creativity and the arts feature as one of the 
practices and commitments of highest value within the Emerging Church. Artists are part 
of many of these congregations, which is evident in many of the churches from the 
moment one walks through the doors. Grace Commons features large hand-painted icons 
that hang in the front wall of the room, covering the wall behind the altar table. These 
icons are changed according to the liturgical season and are painted collaboratively with 
the Pastor, Nanette Sawyer. Many of these congregations appear to include a 
disproportionate number of participant artists who express their gratitude for having a 
church that not only values their artistic skills and talents but also encourages the 
incorporation of them into the life of the community and is visibly shaped by it. Vintage 
Faith also had large custom made stage sets that are designed and constructed in-house 
and that form the backdrop at the front of the sanctuary where their in-house band plays 
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 Interview with participant from Grace Commons at their church location in Chicago on July 21, 
2013.  
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the worship music. One of the musicians, Josh Fox, has produced at least four albums of 
Christian themed music.
18
 Mosaic Church in Hollywood stands out among the rest in 
terms of giving prominence to media and the arts. The whole service is a well-crafted and 
high tech production. One of the days I visited I attended two services that both featured 
a band with ten musicians on the stage, all but one appearing to be male and special 
effects such as smoke machines and professional stage lighting and sound such as one 
might encounter in a concert; all while being professionally video-recorded from several 
angles. There were also at least two camera-persons recording the services, moving 
across the floor before the stage and around the sanctuary. Services are live-streamed and 
can be watched online, but the live-stream is from one steady angle; the video-recording 
must be conducted for different purposes. There was also a fifteen-minute film shown 
that was written, produced, and directed by Erwin McManus, principle visionary and 
primary communicator of Mosaic.  
Music is a particular shared love of Emerging Churches, and participants spoke 
about it with great frequency in my interviews with them. Among all the congregations, 
there were participants who with passion expressed the high value music has for their 
congregations. Even at Revolution Church, which has no music during its gathering, co-
pastor Vince Anderson made reference to music venues in Brooklyn as places of worship. 
He himself has a weekly show: “Rev. Vince Anderson and His Love Choir,” every 
Monday at Union Pool, a local bar and music venue in Brooklyn. Vince is described as a 
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 Josh Fox Music website, “Josh Fox – Discography,” accessed February 27, 2015, 
http://www.joshfoxmusic.com/discography/.  
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“self-styled ‘dirty gospel' musician with a gravelly voice and lightning-fast organ 
chops.”19 
Several of the congregations have musicians or full-fledged music bands in-
house, some of whom happen to be professionals, and who write original music for the 
church’s worship services. COTA, Solomon’s Porch, House of Mercy, Church of the 
Beloved, Grace Commons and Vintage Faith, with in-house musicians or full bands, all 
produce their own original music, some to the exclusion of all other music, and each with 
their own particular style. Some of these church bands produce and sell their music 
professionally. The Gathering in Salem has for years provided live music during all four 
weekends of its city’s annual Halloween festivities in October. For them, the four 
consecutive weekends of live music events are part of their outreach to the community; at 
the same time, outreach is The Gathering’s expressed modus operandi. In contrast, for 
House of Mercy music is simply an endeavor of doing what they love and is not intended 
as outreach. Russell, one of the co-pastors of House of Mercy explained this nuanced 
importance and centrality of music and musical events at their church by saying,  
Some people say: “Oh, is that how you do outreach?” And we say, “No we don’t 
do outreach—we don’t do outreach at all—we live out what we’re passionate 
about.” Yeah, we live out what we’re passionate about; we’re not going, like, 
“What can we do to get people to go to our church?” No, we never ask that 
question. It’s like – what do we love? What has God made that we love? – and we 
do that. 
 
In two other cases, a congregation’s love of music is expressed in less than typical ways. 
At HFASS, the way they do music is part of how they build community and is considered 
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 From the TimeOut New York website, “Reverend Vince Anderson and His Love Choir,” 
accessed January 28, 2015, http://www.timeout.com/newyork/music/reverend-vince-anderson-and-his-
love-choir. 
  
88 
non-negotiable. When I asked a question about whether there were any “non-negotiables” 
at their church, meaning things that were untouchable and not up for change, Nadia Bolz-
Weber answered: 
I did have some non-negotiables [as the church was being founded] and one was 
that, that congregational singing be the primary musical expression of the 
community. So that was a non-negotiable. The musical life of this church, um, 
builds community in a way that other musical expressions can't—because they're 
doing it themselves and creating this beautiful sound. 
 
In contrast, Revolution Church does not include music as part of their weekly 
gathering times, not because they do not value it but because they do. As Vince Anderson 
explained, “praise and worship” can occur anywhere, including at any of the live music 
events that take place in Brooklyn every night of the week, “So we don’t really see a need 
to have it here, you know?” There is a sense in which having music every week assumes 
that “worship and praise” is automatically created, which this church perceives as an 
insult to all the other moments and all the other music that leads people to true moments 
of worship. 
Another aspect of these congregations as organic expressions of church, as being 
their own unique new thing formed at the grassroots and authentic to its given context 
and for its given community, is expressed in the variety and the flexibility of the spaces 
in which they gather. Only five of the congregations had more permanent spaces that 
served as their home base at the time of my visit with them. Others rent space from both 
conventional church spaces, both in the large sanctuary space and the parish hall, and 
unconventional spaces, such as corporate offices, bars, and music and events venues. 
Most important to them is that the space be flexible and serve their particular needs and 
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purposes. The Gathering, Solomon’s Porch, HFASS, Grace Commons, and Ikon had all 
set up their gathering spaces “in the round” in some form or another – with some of them 
more permanently arranged than others. The Gathering’s meeting space, a former bank 
they “lovingly call The Vault” includes one main room that is used not just for the 
Sunday worship times, but for Cartoon Movie Night, Karate Classes, and Open Mic 
Night at various times throughout the week – and they set up and take down the room’s 
various configurations as needed. Vintage Faith runs a coffeehouse that is part of their 
building and is both a public business and an aspect of their ministry to the larger Santa 
Cruz community. Church of the Apostle meets at Fremont Abbey, an arts center that is 
run by a nonprofit founded by the church’s founding minister. Church of the Beloved 
meets at Rosewood Manor, a large house that is collectively owned by the intentional 
residential community that includes both people that consider themselves part of the 
church and people that do not. Finally, Solomon’s Porch runs the Faith, Health, and 
Wellness Center out of the same building in which they gather for worship.  
 
The importance of having creative, flexible space, and original music and music 
that differs from what was mainstream in the church traditions in which Emerging 
Church participants grew up, is related to Emerging Church participants’ desire to have a 
church that is authentic to their culture and context. For Emerging Church participants 
their experience of rigidity and stagnation in the church is often concretized in the 
particular cultural expression of Christianity’s practices and the forms and methods of 
church. Creativity and experimentation is therefore a principal value for them and is in 
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large part manifested in their space, art, and music. This emphasis can be traced all the 
way back to the early roots of the Emerging Church and cuts across the theological and 
denominational spectrum. Creativity in music and the incorporation of various art forms 
in church services and church spaces can serve as a marker identifying a congregation as 
part of the Emerging Church, but does not necessarily reveal whether a church is also 
relational and inclusive in form.  
In many ways, it can be said that Emerging Church congregations represent an 
embodiment of church that considers itself a living experiment, not only as it is shaped by 
its unique context and origins, but in its willingness to change and experiment as the 
occasion requires, whether it be due to a change in minister, location, theological 
understanding, biblical interpretation, or simply due to a change in the budget.
20
 The 
organic living nature of these Emerging Church congregations is not simply expressed in 
the congregations’ creativity, liturgical experimentation, and their thinking outside the 
box, but by their willingness to adopt church-wide changes along the way.
21
 For example, 
in two of the congregations, Journey Church and The Gathering, liturgy and the weekly 
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 Mosaic in Hollywood can be considered one exception where this theme was not as prevalent in 
the content of the interviews. There was a significant emphasis on taking risks and being mavericks, but 
this was in the context of reaching the “non-believer” and not the same terms as was typical with the other 
congregations.  
21
 The theme of being ever changing and willing to experiment as a church body was not 
prominent in my interviews with Vintage Faith or Mosaic. At Vintage Faith, there was definitely an 
emphasis on always being willing to engage questions and be willing to discuss any given topic and to 
change and grow in discipleship. At Mosaic, the theme of change and aliveness came up in relation to 
music, art, and media and doing things that appeal to the “nonbeliever,” which is a different emphasis than 
with the other congregations.  
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practice of communion are more recent developments.
22
 The changes were brought about 
at the suggestion of some of their own participants who had been learning about and 
wanting to explore more intentionally the ancient practices of Christianity.  
Ikon, which literally was a year-long experiment, embodied this ethos to a fuller 
extent, not only because each of its monthly events was its own unique transformance art 
creation, but because one of its highest expressed values was that people be willing to 
take risks and face the unknown. One of the saying for which Peter Rollins is known, 
which served as the subtitle of one of his books and as the title for some of his speaking 
events, states, “To believe is human; to doubt divine.”23 Rollins critiques the God of 
religious belief, the one who people believe in only as a crutch, a security blanket that 
“ensures everything will work out well in the end” or “God as cosmic spectator…that 
comforts us in moments of crisis or when we are faced with a phenomenon we cannot 
describe.” 24 For Rollins, the harder thing, the more faithful thing that requires courage is 
“to open up to the experience of doubt and unknowing;” it is to “unplug from the God of 
religion,” despite all the “anxieties and distress” it will inevitably involve, in order to 
“find oneself in Christ.” The purpose of transformance art is to create space where the 
God of religion can be doubted and ultimately denied, “precisely to provide space for 
God,” that is, so as to get beyond the inevitable human tendency to believe in a God that 
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 The traditions out of which both of these churches arose, Journey with roots originally in the 
General Baptist Convention of Texas and The Gathering with roots originally in the Four-Square Gospel 
tradition, do not typically incorporate liturgy as part of their worship services.  
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 Peter Rollins, Insurrection: To Believe Is Human To Doubt, Divine (New York: Howard Books, 
2011).  
24
 Ibid., 14-15.  
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functions as a deus ex machina.
25
 As such, the gatherings at Ikon were an experiment in 
attempting to overturn the patterns of church created around the God of religion in order 
to engage in “creative acts of dis-couse (discourse that send [one] off course) and that 
point toward, invite, and celebrate [the] unspeakable Happening,” the encounter with 
God, Word, Christ, that is a life-transforming event.
26
 For Rollins, the most tragic thing 
that could occur among these emerging congregations is if nothing actually changed, 
ecclesiologically or materially, from people’s encounter with God and one another.27  
House of Mercy co-pastors made similar remarks in relation to the Emerging 
Church more broadly. They commented that they do not connect or identify with the 
Emerging Church except that they have been invited to speak at some of their 
conferences and events, and enjoy friendships with some of its more visible leaders. One 
of the primary reasons they state for their reticence to affiliate is the impression that the 
Emerging Church represents “more of the same.” For Debbie and Russell, part of the 
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 Rollins, Insurrection, 13. Here Rollins is drawing from the work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer who 
wrote about how “religious people” spoke of God only at a point at which their own knowledge fails, 
“either to appear to solve insoluble problems or to provide strength when human powers fail” – which he 
named deus ex machina. Dietrech Bonhoeffer, Letters and papers from Prison (New York: Touchstone, 
1971). 
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 Peter Rollins, The Fidelity of Betrayal: Towards a Church Beyond Belief (Brewster, MA: 
Paraclete Press, 2008), 184, 58.  
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 In my interview with Peter Rollins and Kester Brewin, during one of my visits with Ikon, Kester 
Brewin offered a rereading of the story of the prodigal son as a tragedy which captures the significance the 
willingness to change has for some Emerging Church participants: “The son goes off, has a wild time, well, 
you know, he's young why shouldn't he, you know? He kind of does a classic potlatch, spends some of his 
father's wealth, and then sees the need and the poverty in the surrounding area. And, and he just kinda – it's 
just too much, so he goes back, which is his right, you know, but says ‘I'm not going back as a privileged 
son. I'll go back as an honest laborer,’ you know, ‘and I'll pay my way.’ And then he goes back and of 
course the father welcomes him back and the ring goes back on. The cloak goes back on. He's just feels 
super comfortable again and nothing changed. Nothing changed at all. The father subsumes him back into 
his empire and that was it.”  
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change that that must occur in church is that it emerge out of patriarchy. Debbie stated, “I 
feel like we need to deconstruct the patriarchy…it’s just a huge part of what [Debbie 
does] and what [she] think[s] the church needs, desperately…the patriarchy is oppressive 
and has been.” And Russell followed, “I think the breaking down of traditional 
hierarchies, which denominations are built on, you know, really, of structures of 
monarchies [need] to be deconstructed.” While they have been friends with Emerging 
Church leaders all along, they commented that, “It seemed like from the very beginning, 
though, my impression was that it was, more patriarchy…I was like, I don’t want, I don’t 
need another – it’s not really truly emerging if it’s coming out of a patriarchy that we 
then have to resist – it’s like, undoing it from the beginning.” What they desired was 
starting a church that was something different from the ground up.   
Participants of the Emerging Church valued being a church that is a living 
organism more than a church as a static institution. Many Emerging Church participants 
bring to their Emerging Church congregation the perception that the broader church is a 
static institution unwilling to change. In particular, Ikon's intentional efforts to disrupt 
and creatively experiment with the church’s “liturgical hour” grows out of their 
conviction that humans have a tendency to fall back on old patterns and ways of doing 
things that are comfortable and familiar, and that this is not always conducive to 
embodying Christ. One way they countered this was by having a specific timeframe for 
their church experiment. They committed to rethinking their liturgies intentionally and 
creatively month to month, to experiment with their structure, and most importantly, to be 
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willing to let things die so as to break open new space, to re-form themselves as a body, 
to set the stage for the new to emerge.  
 
A Relational, Egalitarian Community 
The relational nature of the ecclesiology of the Emerging Church revealed itself in 
the prominent sociality of the congregations, the importance of vulnerability and of being 
able to share one’s stories, and in the expressed commitment to have collaborative 
leadership structures and open decision-making processes. The congregations’ high 
valuation of sociality, vulnerability, and the telling and hearing of each other’s stories 
was a ubiquitous theme throughout the interviews and was evident in the stories they told 
about moments of sharing in such ways and the meaningfulness of such times.  
However, it was a more complicated task to get at the relational ecclesiology of 
the Emerging Church Movement as it concerns leadership and decision-making 
structures, as the egalitarian nature was not as clearly evident. Indeed, many of the 
congregations made reference to having: no hierarchy, a flat leadership structure, or 
having “de-hierarchalized” it; participatory, collaborative, or open-handed leadership; or 
majority-rule, collective, or group decision-making, if not consensus, processes. Five of 
the twelve congregations spoke of the importance of giving away power to describe their 
leadership and decision-making structures.
28
 The degree to which these characterizations 
are true in practice was a point of focus in my analysis.  
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 Danielle Shroyer of Journey Church spoke specifically of “ecclesial power” and that ecclesial 
power is given away.  
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I used the Listening Guide method of narrative analysis with the transcripts from 
the interviews and focus groups I conducted. In my listening, I noted places in the 
transcripts where participants spoke of their relationships in the church, both in terms of 
the social aspects of their relationality and the structural aspects of their leadership and 
decision-making processes, in order to get at the operational relational nature of their 
ecclesiology that is highly touted in the literature. Did they speak of sharing their stories 
and of being vulnerable with one another? Were these exchanges and encounters 
encouraged and facilitated structurally? Did their clergy/lay structures and relations 
reflect the relational ecclesiology described in the literature? Was their “democratization” 
applied to and implemented in their leadership structures and decision-making processes 
or only to the church space and room arrangement? What was revealed in the stories they 
shared with me when I applied the deep listening method of analysis and attuned to the 
contrapuntal voices in the stories they told?  
Broadly speaking, a dominant theme that recurred in terms of the relationality that 
is experienced among the participants of these congregations was in their assurance that 
their church was a space in which people could be honest, authentic, and vulnerable with 
one another. Participants described their communities as places where they feel free to 
bring their darkness and their brokenness, where they share their stories not just of joy 
but also of suffering, pain, and vulnerability. At Ikon NYC, one of the participants 
explained how at their very first planning meeting facilitated by Peter Rollins, they were 
all invited to not hide the “bad things” they had inherited from their previous experiences 
with church. She recounted: “One of the things that Pete said the first meeting we had 
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was just like, “this is not the new thing, the new and good thing” and the other thing is 
the old bad thing. He said, “bring your darkness” —the best three words any leader could 
have ever said to me: bring your darkness.” It was important to her that they were invited 
to acknowledge that their “darkness” was going to follow them wherever they went, so it 
was best to be honest about it, to disclose it if they were going to be able to do something 
that could potentially be new and different: 
Well, we need to address that [the darkness] is going to go wherever we go—
bring your darkness. Let’s expose it, let's talk about it, make it part of the meeting. 
Because that's what—you know, I mean—you see the logic now in saying we 
don't want to inherit the thing that went wrong in the other thing. You know 
maybe the thing that went wrong in the other thing is that we weren't addressing 
the things that were going wrong and embracing, bringing our darkness, you 
know? Love that. 
 
At the Gathering, their church tagline, “Short on rules. Long on relationships” 
captures the centrality of the church’s commitment to relationality. One participant 
explained:  
W: I think, well, one thing I know that sticks out. I remember the first time that I 
heard Phil talking about it. Uh, the sign that's outside the door – um, there's a 
little, there's a, a, a, like a note, a, a phrase under The Gathering and it says "Short 
on rules and long on relationships." And (pause) it, it really explains the kind of 
church we have. Because many churches, I mean, churches that – traditional 
churches where we came from—there would be, there was a whole bunch of 
rules! You couldn't just, get up and preach, or the church wasn't necessarily 
always open to having somebody who's homeless just walk in and ask for coffee 
or even think, “can someone give me to a buck so I [can] buy coffee.” So it, 
(laughs), I mean, that is written outside and, and—they mean it! 
 
At House for All Sinners and Saints, during a group interview with the pastor and 
nine parishioners, people told various stories of the meaningfulness of their community. 
They spoke about sharing their difficulties with one another and standing by one another 
through them. One woman who “grew up in a really fundamentalist strong religious 
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background” shared her story of being rejected by her family because she was gay, 
explaining that her “parents were missionaries and they're really nice people, but I am 
also gay and that is not okay with them, so my mom and I haven't really spoken for a 
while.” During this same group interview, the pastor told a story about a young man in 
the church who because of his gender and sexuality has also had a difficult relationship 
with his parents. She recalled that at a church meeting once, this young man commented, 
“I just want to say that I'm really grateful that people that look like my mom and dad are 
here, because they love me in a way my mom and dad can't.” As the pastor recounted this 
moment, one of the men present shared about the difficulties and failures he had had with 
his own children and expressed his gratitude for this particular young man. He shared that 
he had been a negligent father during the period of time when he was an active alcoholic 
and explained, “If I can't be there for my children now … you know…I can be that to 
some other young man…and yesterday [the conversation with this young man] was an 
example of that. So I'm blessed. Yeah.”  
One particular story from my interview with Cindy, a participant from Ikon NYC 
who was active in planning their monthly liturgical events, distinctly highlights the 
relational aspect of her experience with the community. In the story she spoke about the 
reasons she was drawn to Ikon NYC, but began by expressing the ambiguity she had 
toward all things church and Christianity due to the lack of consensus in terms of what 
certain doctrines and teachings actually mean. She stated: 
So I'm in a personal struggle right now.  I don't know what to call myself because 
I love this Jesus.  I've had powerful—but I don't associate—I don't, I can't, and I 
can't say ever honestly did fully grasp these extremely difficult and illogical 
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doctrines like trinity and—How can anyone love God with all their heart and soul 
and mind and affirm something like that?  
 
She expressed the struggle she experienced and lack of understanding she had with 
certain core Christian doctrines. She then went on to explain that despite this personal 
struggle, she was nonetheless drawn to church, or at least to Ikon NYC as her church, 
stating:  
I find it hard to call myself a Christian for these doctrinal reasons.  Um, but yet I 
still love this Jesus, so does that make me a Christian? You know, I don't know.  
So that's what draws me.  I really do.  And I don't know what to do now with this 
affection.  And I think we're all here just kind of wondering what do we all do? 
Because we see, we see these inconsistencies, and we're tired—we're tired of 
faking, you know?  So where can we be authentic?  This is all we have right now: 
to be authentic. 
 
In this story, she first expressed one of her vulnerabilities: the fact that she is drawn to 
Jesus and that she finds something hopeful in the story of Jesus, but at the same time 
struggles with doctrines and does not know how to identify in relation to Christianity. 
Throughout the story itself, she exclusively uses the first-person voice primarily talking 
about her own experience of doubting and questioning:  
I’m in a personal struggle 
I don’t know  
I love  
I’ve had 
I don’t associate  
I don’t 
I don’t  
I can’t  
I can’t 
I find it hard 
I still love 
I don’t know 
I think 
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Then, with the very last “I think,” she suddenly switches to the “we” voice. In the last 
few lines, after a long litany of “I believe,” “I wonder,” “I think,” “I don’t” and “I find” 
statements, she ends her story with:  
We’re all here 
We all do 
We all see 
We see 
We’re tired 
We be authentic 
We have right now 
 
At this point, “This is all we have right now; to be authentic” ends her story, moving 
from the “I” to the “we” voice. She then takes a pause and the conversation goes in a 
different direction. Based on this story, it seems that the reason she keeps attending and 
participating in this particular church community is that at Ikon NYC she has found a 
“we” – others with whom she can share her uncertainties and ambiguities about Jesus, 
Christianity, and God, be honest about them – a “we” that gets to be authentic together. 
For her, this community and this church, “is all we have right now to be authentic.” This 
experience of feeling like one has a community with whom one can be their authentic 
selves and with whom one can share one’s vulnerabilities was a repeated theme 
throughout my interviews with Emerging Church participants.  
 
There are various ways and settings in which this sociality of vulnerability and 
authenticity is facilitated, taking place through regularly scheduled events, some strictly 
social and some more formally structured, as well as through spontaneously occurring 
social times. The regularly structured gathering times often include an interactive, social, 
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or conversational element that lends itself to the sharing of stories and the opportunity for 
openness and vulnerability, even in their weekly worship services. In several of the 
congregations, the sermon always includes a discussion time or some other 
conversational component. The sermon at Solomon’s Porch, Journey Church, and The 
Gathering is usually conversational or includes a regular time of discussion.
29
 Most of the 
congregations also have multiple gathering opportunities throughout the week beyond 
just the main worship or liturgical event. During my visits with Solomon’s Porch and 
Vintage Faith, for example, I collected a handful of flyers for the various opportunities 
each of them has of events and gatherings in which people can participate. The story 
above about the young man from HFASS was told during the pastor’s weekly “office 
hours” at a local coffee shop and was shared with all those who were present, in front of 
at least six people. 
Sharing drinks and/or dinner, before, after, or as part of the worship service, is an 
important aspect of the life of many of these churches that likewise lend themselves to 
sharing and vulnerability. Solomon’s Porch and Journey consider it part of their worship 
service to go to a local eatery together and have dinner after the liturgy; they list these 
dinner plans in their church bulletin as part of their order of service.
30
 Two participants 
from Journey discussed this practice, saying:  
F1: So there's communion following the sermon conversation and we do 
announcements after it and offerings and we all afterwards go to dinner together. 
                                                        
29
 However, at Journey Church a more traditional sermon is given by the pastor during the seasons 
of Advent and Lent.  
30
 At Solomon’s Porch there is no physical bulletin handed out; instead the information is shared 
on slide projections.  
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We say that we continue the conversation by going to dinner – and after the 
dinner there's a group of us – this is not an official part of Journey nor is it 
necessarily a part every Journey's member – that we go to the bar, especially 
during the summer when people are off work. So church can be a seven-hour 
ordeal on some nights if you are interested in engaging in all of the stuff.  
 
M1: Yeah, the meal is especially...we do say and believe that that is an extension 
of the service. It's not just that we all go out to eat; we have to believe that that's 
part of the church service – that having fellowship and food and joining in that 
conversation around the table is very important. 
 
F2: The bar is just fun. 
 
As one participant of Solomon’s Porch explained, after the official service is over, 
“People don't leave the building like it's on fire. They sit there and communicate with 
each other and talk to each other”; their sociality is seen as an extension of their worship 
time.  
Grace Commons includes a “Dinner Church” liturgy as part of their regular 
rotation of spiritual practices it engages in monthly. It is a potluck style dinner to which 
people bring food to share, some of which they have grown themselves. At the beginning 
of the eating part of the service, the various foods at the table are introduced, including 
mention of its origin (personal garden, grocery store, or organic market) and who grew 
and/or prepared it. The intention is both to practice mindfulness about one’s food and its 
origins and to learn about each other’s cooking and gardening practices, and have the 
opportunity to thank and to compliment one another.  
At Ikon NYC and at Revolution Church, which both meet in settings that serve 
alcoholic drinks, participants socialize over drinks before the service, continue to enjoy 
their drinks during the service, and follow the service with more socialization; the 
pub/lounge location of their gatherings are built-in venues that inherently encourage such 
  
102 
socialization. Further, at Ikon NYC, participants are invited via an announcement to 
consider the post-liturgy social-time an extension of communion and are invited to share 
a drink with someone.  
At COTA, several of the participants I interviewed recalled having been invited 
out to dinner by members of the congregation after the worship service the first time they 
visited, referencing this as a practice that they now extend to new visitors and that they 
themselves continue – including with me! In the case of one of the women from COTA 
whom I interviewed, she gives her church community credit for teaching her about 
hospitality, something she did not previously practice.  Learning hospitality is part of 
how she considers herself to have changed because of her involvement in COTA. She 
explains:  
I'm living things that I never imagined I would know how to do, like hospitality. 
We even have people come stay in our home. And I grew up in a pretty reserved 
family and we wouldn't have strangers in the home…We barely had 
relatives…My familiy wasn't like that. Now we have kind of—Karen coined the 
phrase “the hermitage.” And we have people, you know, like sometimes people 
like you that want to come and study us and are like “is there a place to stay?” and 
we say yes, we have this room here in our home. And it's because of the emergent 
church that actually kind of lives out.  
 
Finally, several of the communities also made references to gathering at one 
another’s houses. At Journey Church, two participants noted that they are always in each 
other’s houses and that their church really doesn’t need a building in order to continue to 
be a church:  
F1: ‘Cause what's happened with us is, we all, we function as a community 
whether or not the building is here. I think that's true for the entire emergent 
church, sort of a tenet of the emergent church. But you know, we are in people's 
houses. 
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M1: We are in people's houses and church is not all within this building. I mean 
we see each other multiple times a week. And for the most part...well, we are kind 
of a small congregation, but a lot of the church will show up to those hang-out 
sessions, so you know. 
 
As they understand it, their embodiment of church takes place in all their multiple 
gatherings in various places throughout the week. In fact, from the perspective of one of 
the participants at Journey, having a church building would be contrary to their ethos and 
would take away from their relationality:  
I don't want a building. I know there are some people here who would really like 
to see that. I think that is one of the things that has kept us who we are over the 
years. I think it is one of our values in a sense now; to not own property and to not 
require our finances to be directed toward that…I think it would really shift our 
ethos, to have a building. I really would not want to have one, I don't think I'd 
leave Journey if we got one. But I think it would be a very interesting endeavor. 
 
For many of the participants, the connectedness and relationality of their 
ecclesiology is actively lived out beyond the particular walls of any one building. Further, 
it is what affords them the opportunity to connect with one another and to receive from 
each other in unexpected ways. One woman at The Gathering told of a recent experience 
she had at the house of another church participant as being one of her favorite church 
stories:  
[T]here's a couple in the church Steph and Mike — they open their house…[on 
the] third Friday of every month to have a Sabbath dinner and it's a pot luck. 
Everybody brings a little bit of something and we all get together at Mike and 
Steph's house and make a lot of noise and —I  go, I mean and for me it's very 
relaxing because the first time I went it was after having a week at work that was 
just really, really difficult heavy — stressful— and I was able to come there and 
just (pause) sit down with a whole bunch of them and tell them about my week 
and talk and have a glass of wine and that really helped me to relax. And I 
remember being just surprised at how this couple every month opens their house 
and people come in and we just gather together and make noise and some people 
bring their friends. Sometimes there are faces there we've never seen before but it, 
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it's great fellowship and I mean, I know that specifically that week, it was just 
what I needed. 
 
My research with these twelve congregations unequivocally revealed an aspect of 
the Emerging Church’s relational ecclesiology that centers on a sociality of 
interrelatedness, vulnerability, and authenticity. This aspect of their ecclesiology is 
facilitated through a multiplicity of built-in structures and gathering practices and is a 
meaningful part of participants’ experiences in the Emerging Church. Participants tell 
stories that highlight the meaningfulness and at times transformative impact of their 
encounters of vulnerability. Stories of being welcomed and “seen” in ways not before 
experienced in church feature prominently in participants’ narratives of why they are 
drawn to or have chosen to participate in their Emerging Church congregation. One last 
story follows to demonstrate such an experience, captured in one participant’s recalling 
of her first visit at her church and participating in the communion ritual:  
It was not like everyone had a big welcoming party for me or everyone knew who 
I was, it was just that the people I interacted with were obviously loved and were 
ready to care about me. And so—I don't know – and that was amazing. And I 
could tell that they didn't care who I was and it's also maybe the gayest church in 
Denver so I [group laughter interrupts here]. And so I was just, I don't know, it 
was so nice and I um [pause], I don't know, and I, I just sat through the service 
and I, um, I don't know, it's just this moment of giving communion and being 
looked in the eye and being told “child of God, this is for you” and not being 
asked anything ahead of time. Like, you know, do you fit these categories? Are 
you, um, you know, are you worthy? And I, I felt like that was my answer [to her 
prayer].  
 
 The relational aspect of the leadership and power-sharing areas of these Emerging 
Church congregations is not as straightforward as their sociality and vulnerability, and 
not as straightforward as one might expect from the description in the literature. The 
literature emphasizes a “flattened-hierarchy” and decentralized leadership demonstrated 
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in part by the arrangement of the room, the lack of elevated pulpits, and the open and 
conversational format of the sermons, as well as by the distribution of power, an 
egalitarian form of governance, and shared responsibility. The data confirm some of these 
characteristics in many of the congregations, while at the same time drawing attention to 
some areas of tension and contradiction.  
Among the congregations, participants made frequent mention of the various 
forms of shared leadership at work within their churches, among them that: anyone can 
lead; anyone is free to take the lead with an idea and make it happen; whoever is gifted 
can lead regardless of sex or gender or ordained status. Most of the congregations (nine 
out of twelve) have some manner of openness in terms of who can preach or lead the 
collective reflection in the weekly worship service. The degree of openness varies from 
congregation to congregation. At Solomon’s Porch, Doug Pagitt described their structure 
by saying:  
Most of the life of Solomon’s Porch happens in non-…non-hierarchical…people 
just do whatever they want. So, if you want to do something, just say “hey this is 
what I want to do,” and it’s just, “Great, go do it. It’s your place and it’s your 
building.”31 
 
At Vintage Faith, Dan Kimball noted that both women and men teach in the church, “if 
somebody can speak or teach or if they’re gifted in an area [they do so] – we’re all in this 
together.” Similarly, during one of my group interviews at the Gathering, participants 
made it clear that if someone had an idea, they have the church’s collective support to 
make it happen. I visited with them during the season of Lent. For Lent the church 
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 Ellipses here indicate pauses.  
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featured a week long interactive Lenten activity that was open to the public: “In His 
Steps: re-imagining the stations of the cross. A Passion Week project.”32 It was a type of 
meditative/prayer walk around different stations set up in their meeting place, the Vault. 
During the interview I learned that the whole plan and structure for this event was one 
person’s idea; she shared the idea with the church, took the lead in planning it, and 
received time and labor support from the congregation to make it happen. Participants 
confirmed that this ad hoc process was the way most things took place at the Gathering.  
Mosaic had a unique story regarding who gets to have a speaking/preaching role, 
and how this was decided upon based on the response of the congregation when they had 
multiple speakers. One of the staff explained of Erwin McManus, Mosaic’s principal 
visionary and primary communicator: 
Erwin is a very open-handed person when it comes to influence and 
power…whoever is the most passionate, most talented, most powerful, is the 
person who gets to lead. So it’s all based on your current acumen as opposed to 
your pedigree. So Erwin always drives us to being like, that whoever’s got the 
hottest fire in their belly gets to move forward. So, in his, that’s just his 
framework, so at Mosaic he’s always been very open-handed. One year, the first 
year I spoke at Mosaic there were fifty-five people who spoke that year; at all the 
different campuses different people spoke at different times, we wanted to move it 
to a community of voices as opposed to just his voice. It didn’t go super well, 
because people were like, I don’t want to hear that guy, and, “What’s happening 
here?” and “I can never know who’s speaking.” And like, people wanted a voice, 
frankly. So we worked for years on finding ways to mix-in other voices and I 
started as a once-every-two- months guy and then a once-a-month guy and then 
when Erwin made the transition [of consolidating the church from multiple sites 
to a single site] he created it as like our voices were going to work together and 
really the church chose that. It was just based on what voice they could follow 
really. 
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 Phil Wyman, “Passion Week at The Gathering - Salem, MA,” Phil Wyman YouTube channel, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lsOMecS8c-g. Accessed March 2, 2015.  
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In Mosaic’s case, there is a sense in which input from the people in the church is taken 
into account; for them this meant a consolidation of voices since the congregations 
expressed that they did not want too many voices. At the same time, the final decision-
making still fell to Erwin. So while he is “a very open-handed person” he is still 
recognized as having the “influence and power.”  
 Similarly, at HFASS, Nadia Bolz-Weber is clear that the content that is 
proclaimed from the pulpit is her responsibility. She has a particular understanding of 
what her role is and has certain restrictions regarding how open she will be in the 
democratizing process. As the theologian-in-residence, she understands that part of her 
job is to guard what people hear, though not what they believe. She makes the point that 
they “haven't democratized the preaching” as she is “the one that usually does the 
proclamation.” She does note, however, that while she is “set apart to be the preacher” for 
that particular community,” and her community gives “ten minutes of their week to 
listen” to her, she in turn gives “the whole week to listening to them;” she listens to their 
stories as she reflects on the scripture text for her Sunday sermon. She explains that she 
takes what she has heard throughout the week from people and “connect[s] what's going 
on in the world and what's going on in their lives to [the] text.” She is clear that she does 
hold a particular role as the pastor, even an authoritative one, in which she serves as “a 
theological center that's held” beyond which “there's complete freedom to be whoever 
you are and believe whatever you want. So it's not krypto-unitarianism where anything is 
explored and we'll […] talk about Thich Nat Han one Sunday or whatever…and yet 
people are free to just again be who they are in terms of belief.” Both Mosaic and HFASS 
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stand out among the others regarding the boundaries of authority that are in place. One in 
which certain aspects of decision-making and power are shared but within certain limits; 
where power is centralized around one person, even while that person opens him or 
herself to input from the community.  
Among the congregations I studied, there are a variety of structures in regard to 
clergy and the form of leadership their role takes:  
 Eight of the twelve congregations33 have someone in the traditional pastor role, 
with three of these in part-time positions.
34
 Of these eight congregations, half of 
them are denominationally affiliated and the other half are not.
35
  
 Three of the congregations have co-pastor structures: House of Mercy, 
Revolution, and Vintage Faith.  
 Ikon NYC stands out in that they have no one in the traditional pastor role. Theirs 
is a collaborative team effort brought together by Peter Rollins and inspired by his 
work and the work of Ikon Belfast.  
 
Six of the twelve congregations made references to having a “flat hierarchy” or no 
hierarchy at all: COTA, House of Mercy, Journey, Solomon’s Porch, The Gathering, and 
Vintage Faith. How this takes shape is different for each of them. For some this was a 
commitment that existed from the very founding of the church. For others the intention 
was there but the reality was different. And others continue to reconfigure their structure 
so as to best reflect their commitments.  
House of Mercy was inspired by a conversation between two male friends, who, 
as they began to talk about starting a church, were conscious of the fact that they were 
                                                        
33
 COTA, Church of the Beloved, Grace Commons, HFASS, Journey, Mosaic, Solomon’s Porch, 
The Gathering. 
34
 Ryan Marsh of Church of the Beloved, Nanette Sawyer of Grace Commons, and Danielle 
Shroyer at Journey Church are part-time.  
35
 Overall, only 5 of the 12 congregations are denominationally affiliated. 
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two white men and that they had to be intentional about addressing that fact so as to not 
fall into the long-established patterns of church. Co-pastor/co-founder Russell Rathbun 
recalls, “And we, very consciously from the beginning, even when it was just me and 
Mark, we didn’t want just men talking. But we were men, so…[voice trails off].” Later, 
he tells the fuller story of how he and his friend Mark, the other of the three co-founders, 
had the conversation about their vision for the church very early on:  
“We, you know, we have to have, we can’t do this without a woman, we can’t 
start a church without a woman.” Because we just felt like at the time there, you 
know, the church was full of …white men, you know? And that, one of the parts 
of our vision was like, you can’t have this one white man interpreting scripture for 
the people every week, you know, a person who represented the dominant culture, 
interpreting scripture for the community every week, it just doesn’t – no. We 
didn’t want to be a part of that. So I guess we settled for two white men and a 
white woman [they laugh]. So, we wanted to model, sort of, a non-hierarchical 
leadership kind of thing, you know, where it’s not like, uh, the senior pastor – no 
one was ever the – there was never a senior pastor, there was just like, we all are 
the pastor and there’s no hierarchy here and we all kind of make decisions 
mutually and yeah. So yeah, so I met Debbie and we were like, “Yeah, this seems 
great, let’s do it.” 
 
For the co-pastors/co-founders of House of Mercy, their vision of a non-hierarchically led 
church was part of their founding and helped shaped their new church from the start. It is 
also part of the reason they do not feel as connected with the larger Emerging Church 
Movement – because the movement seems to fail at actually embodying an ‘emerging’ 
structure. Debbie Blue, co-pastor/co-founder, commented that as co-pastors they never 
identified House of Mercy as an emergent church, in part because, as she says, “It seemed 
like from the very beginning, though, my impression was that it was, more patriarchy. So 
these women [who started the Emergent Women website] had to try, and – they were 
always resisting it…it’s not really truly emerging if it’s coming out of a patriarchy that 
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we then have to resist – it’s like, undoing it from the beginning.” Debbie, Mark, and 
Russell had a vision to try to do things differently.  
At one church, Church of the Beloved, the pastor did admit that at the founding of 
the church, they had a particular ideal of how they would structure themselves and make 
decisions but how in the end it did not turn out that way: “Yeah, well, we did a lot of 
thinking early on about, (pause) about a flattened hierarchy that is…that builds consensus 
on all decisions; that…is, you know, permeable and blah blah blah.”36  The “blah, blah, 
blah” is his segue into the reality of their decision-making structure: “And, you know, 
honestly, when it comes down to it, we're just like – yeah, um, we're just kind of 
organized like a Lutheran church is organized. You know, we have a council. That 
council will often try to seek out…the consensus of the community through one-to-ones, 
or kitchen table talks, or SurveyMonkey, or…all-church meetings and stuff like that.”37 
Despite the reality of their structure not being what they expected, the pastor comments 
that there is a lot of trust in their community and that the process seems to work smoothly 
in comparison to the stories he hears of other churches:  
I was talking to someone the other day and they were telling me about the last 
three churches that they were a part of and all the different arguments that went 
on and, and, divisions that went on while they were there – like, just in the last ten 
years, right? Like how many just nasty battles this person had been a part of. And 
I was, like, thinking, at Beloved we haven't had that, we haven't had any of those, 
like, you know, things.  
 
In contrast to these other churches, he told a story of a recent incident of the staff at 
Church of the Beloved feeling taxed by the two Sunday services they held, when 
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 Ellipses here are inserted to replace the “ums” from the interview transcripts. 
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 Ellipses here are inserted to replace the “ums” from the interview transcripts. 
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previously they had had only one service. They took the issue to the “guide group” 
(church council), who then took it to the community for consideration. Two community 
meetings were held during which people gave their feedback and within two weeks the 
community reached consensus and decided to go back to one joint Sunday service. Ryan 
recalls the moment when they reached consensus and a guide group member concluding: 
“That just seems like where we are in this moment in time [preferring to go back to one 
service]. So does that sound good to everybody? Okay.” With this particular decision, the 
process seemed to work, though that is not always the case. There are other decisions that 
were made without such a process, such as cutting back on Ryan’s time and pay:  
Ryan: Um (pause), but then, I mean, like, I don't know, I— I went down 25% in 
my work here just because…we just didn't have the money to pay me. That's part 
of it, right? So…that decision was just made you know. Just (laughs)…38 
 
Female parishioner: Well it wasn't a decision. 
 
Ryan: No it wasn't. The guide group was just kind of like, “Hey look…you may 
need to go down because this is the reality of our finances.” So…39 
 
It is interesting to note that with one concern, multiple services being a tax on the staff, 
the whole congregation was brought into the trouble-shooting and decision-making 
process, however, with another concern, being low on finances, the guide team seems to 
have made a decision to simply cut down on Ryan’s time and pay without bringing in the 
congregation to trouble-shoot. As the female parishioner said, “it wasn’t a decision,” at 
least not a decision the congregation was involved in making. How this was determined 
to be the case is not clear, however, in short, the structure that this congregation adopted 
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for its decision-making process is neither what participants expected it to be nor does it 
always work in the way that it is designed to function. Finances could have been 
discussed in the same manner that staff difficulties and the workload of having two 
services was, but they were not.
40
  
The leadership and decision-making structure at Journey Church developed over 
time and was distinctly shaped by a previous experience of conflict that they refer to as 
“the great elder debate.” At the point when the founding pastor was leaving the church he 
put in place a team of elders to form and serve as the new structure once he left. He chose 
the structure and selected the specific elders independent of any church-wide discussion 
or conversation, and, as Danielle Shroyer reports, “Journey went ballistic!” She explains, 
“[T]hat's just not at all what we are all about. Oh no! So there was like a huge uproar, I 
mean a massive huge uproar about who decided this. 'Can't we talk about it?' 'How did 
you decide who the elders are gonna be?’ – I mean it was not good.” The pastor’s 
executive decision was an affront to the ethos of the community and the community 
expressed as much. As a result, Journey Church has a very different structure and 
decision-making process in place now:  
There's me [the pastor], there is a group of elders and there's a group of leaders. 
The elders keep me accountable, so like, they have to do an annual review, so…if 
there was ever an issue they would be the ones to hold the cards to sort of 
approach me about it. So the elders and the leaders, they serve annually, they 
serve a one-year term and they are nominated and confirmed by community 
members 
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 I did not specifically inquire about church finances during my research with the congregations. 
However, I suspect that the denominational structure had something to do with financial decisions. Church 
of the Beloved is considered a missional congregational of the ELCA. With congregations that are not 
“self-sustaining” the denomination often functions as the “coffers” for the church.  
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Leaders can be nominated by the community or can be self-nominated and elders can 
only be nominated by the community. Once nominated, a current elder and leader 
interview each prospective elder, and then the full list of nominees is presented to the 
larger community. At that point, “The community has a week to say anything to [the 
pastor] or any of the [current] elders, if they have an issue [with a nominee].” Leader and 
elder appointments are for one year and for that one-year period they “make a vow to be 
around more and to help more.” Of their current structure, Danielle notes that one of her 
favorite things is that once someone has served in either a leader or elder capacity for 
three years in a row, that person must “take a break…require[d to take] a sabbatical”:  
I just think it's great because otherwise you just have these same people doing all 
the work all the time, which first of all, it ends up being closed up to other people 
that maybe can do it if you just gave them the space where they needed to be the 
person to do it. It also creates groupings…like, these are the people who do all the 
stuff; we are the people that don't. We try to get rid of all those groupings as much 
as possible. But also, you just do need a break; you don't need to be the person 
who does all things. 
 
For Journey, their leadership structure has been developed over time as a result of past 
difficulties. It is designed so that various people will have the opportunity to take the 
lead, with community support, and likewise, to take a break and make room for others to 
be able to step into roles that they might not otherwise take if the same people were 
always in place.  
The pattern of having the same few people doing “all the work all the time” and 
the issue of burn out came up in my interview with participants of Vintage Faith. Vintage 
Faith has a large team of volunteer leaders, interns, part-time and full-time staff – two of 
whom are called “staff leads.” All staff and volunteers alike are intentionally listed in 
  
114 
alphabetical order on the bulletin and the church’s website so as to not present a 
hierarchical ordering of staff or highlight some staff over others. Nonetheless, in my 
interview with one of the “Protégé” interns,41 the intern expressed being disheartened and 
concerned that “within the leadership and the church staff” there was an apparent lack of 
“good spiritual and emotional health.” She explained:  
[E]veryone's kind of like scrambling around to get things done, or like, the 
leadership is scrambling to figure out, even, what decisions they need to make 
next, and like, what, like, “Are we running out of space now?” “Are too many 
people coming?” “What do we do now, with that?”…And like, I just want to – I 
almost just want to take care of our leaders – like, go off and rest! It's ok, God'll 
still do his thing. You don't have to, like, put it all on yourself.   
  
Beside the rest she thinks the leaders need, this intern also expressed a need to change the 
way people viewed leaders, stating,  
[W]e're just all insecure people, and like, I've really learned that instead of putting 
our leaders up on this pedestal, it's been cool to interact and to see the dynamics 
of, like – they're so human. They're just – they're like – they have their fears, they 
have their mistrust, they're carrying the weight of the world on them too. 
 
During my interview with Dan Kimball, he noted that they were currently 
revisiting its structure and leadership in order to best serve its growing numbers. He 
noted that while there is an organic aspect to their structure, wherein it develops over 
time and changes as they change, he concedes that structures must indeed be put in place, 
especially for a large church, but that this does not preclude it from being organic. Using 
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 A Protégé intern is a participant of Vintage Faith’s internship program, which, according to their 
website is: “a leadership immersion experience for those desiring to serve on staff in a missional church, 
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the example of farming organic spinach as a metaphor for church and church structure, he 
explains:  
So I think, the spinach is organic, and so is our faith, but the vehicles of 
administrating the faith and having people –  it does form organically, but even 
organic farming, you know…they had to build trellises, like if you just let the 
plants grow by themselves then that wouldn’t work. You had to put up trellises, 
you have irrigation, you have regular times to irrigate, you know, like…so I say 
organic, but organic I believe can be used as…well like, “It can’t be bigger than 
[a certain size]” or “we’re organic and you’re not.” I’m like, no we’re organic, but 
we just want more people to experience the organic, so therefore, you have to get 
structured, and that’s what I was saying…does that make sense? So it is organic, 
but yet you have to have structure and health inspections and, if you don't want to 
contaminate the spinach, they have to wear uniforms and have heat, and that 
stuff’s measured, so like organic producing has to then have structure for the 
organic. 
 
However, that the health of the congregation and its leadership was a current concern for 
Vintage Faith was expressed by both Dan Kimball and the volunteer intern I interviewed. 
Similarly, at Church of the Apostle, one of the participants I interviewed lamented that 
too often it is the same small group of people who are always doing the work. She 
explained: “I feel like so many of us are happy to (pause) come every Sunday, have 
church put on for us, and then, and then leave. And I feel like there's so much work that 
goes into that.” The challenge she saw in this situation was to figure out how to “more 
evenly distribute or lessen the workload of the people that are doing a lot of the work.” 
Journey Church developed their structure with the specific aim of distributing the 
workload and not having the same people do most of the work – even when they wanted 
to – not only to minimize burn out but also in order to create space for different people to 
step in and lead, who might not otherwise do so if the opportunity was always met by the 
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same people. Other Emerging Church congregations are still working out the 
distributions of labor and leadership.  
 As I listened for participant and leaders’ stories of their church structures and 
leadership, I also listened for whether the “democratization” written about in the 
literature applied not only to their church space and room arrangement, but to their 
leadership and decision-making structures. Journey, Solomon’s Porch, and The Gathering 
stood out as having structures and decision-making processes that were communally 
formed and developed over time. They formed their structures and ways of doing things 
gradually in a way unique to them and in an effort to facilitate maximum participation. 
House of Mercy was intentionally founded with a team of three co-pastors so as to 
counteract hierarchy and male-centered leadership. But this democratization or 
egalitarian aspect of the operational ecclesiology of these congregations played out in 
some ways though not in others.  
One of the specific areas of analysis I listened for concerned the role of the clergy 
and how it functioned within the structure of the church and in its relationship with the 
laity. Were they the typical “professional” clergy person tasked with the preaching and 
the presiding of communion, for example, or did the organic, relational, and inclusive 
nature of the Emerging Church cause a revisioning of the role of the clergy in the 
congregation? Broadly speaking, four congregations have in place clergypersons in the 
typical pastor role and are also denominationally affiliated. Among those four 
congregations, there are clergypersons who stay within the denominational rules of their 
role and some who though ordained hold their role a little more loosely. For instance, 
  
117 
Nadia Bolz-Weber mentioned a few tasks or roles that are part of her particular 
responsibilities as the pastor of the church. “The language in the liturgy itself and in the 
proclamation and in the preaching, that's my responsibility, and it, and it is – I'm a really 
orthodox Lutheran theologian.” As she says, “I just do what is my job (laughs), you 
know? And my job is to is to be the theologian-in-residence, right, and to be the preacher. 
And then how everyone else interacts with that, I have curiosity about, but I don't feel 
responsibility for it.” On the other hand, she references the fact that other roles within the 
liturgy are open to the community; as one walks into the church, one can pick up a 
bulletin that has directions for filling a particular role in leading the liturgy. She explains: 
“So when you walk in for the very first time, all these bulletins are laid out that have the 
jobs: read the gospels, assist the minister, serve communion – I mean you can serve at the 
altar next to me and say part of the Eucharistic prayer having just walked in – literally – 
no one has to deem you worthy or ready or competent.” Getting to serve at the altar next 
to her during communion is emphasized to highlight the openness with which they hold 
their liturgy – though she presides over communion nonetheless. 
By contrast, two other mainline-affiliated co-pastors that I interviewed, when I 
asked about communion and whether presiding over it was restricted to ordained clergy-
persons, reported that while as the designated clergy they are often the ones to preside 
over communion, this was not always the case, that various people preside over 
communion at their church, both ordained and non-ordained. However, even as one 
pastor was reporting this to me, the other pastor interrupted to make the point that “the 
interview is being recorded,” to which the first pastor responded by laughing and saying, 
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“well – just don’t tell the bishop!” These two contrasting examples, one in which the 
pastor is very clear about her responsibilities and the boundaries of sharing her authority 
with others, and the other in which the co-pastors hold that authority much more loosely, 
even while it may displease the bishop, are both from the same denominational structure 
and affiliations but nonetheless reflect divergent approaches to how they regard their role 
as clergy of an Emerging Church congregation.  
 There is one area of the Emerging Church’s relationality that stands out in 
contrast to church more broadly conceived. Lay participants who told stories of how they 
first came to attend an Emerging Church spoke of how they specifically sought out the 
Emerging Church themselves or, alternatively, how after moving to a new city they 
sought out an Emerging Church congregation at the recommendation of a friend from 
back home. No one told a story of first coming to their particular community as a result 
of being invited by someone from the church. While relationality is of high value for the 
Emerging Church, and is often expressed through its active sociality or through its 
founders’ concerted effort to be a church of and for people not typically connected with 
church, many Emerging Church congregations struggle to “reach out” or to market 
themselves, and when they do, they express ambiguity about it. Participants told stories 
that express their awareness of the fact that many among them have had negative, hurtful, 
and even abusive experiences of church and Christianity. In a conversation between two 
women I interviewed at Revolution NYC, they spoke about how neither of them talks to 
their friends about going to church:  
F1: Yeah like why don't I ever talk about it? 
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G1: Why? I know why. Because I don't think—I don't talk about it because I think 
people have such negative impressions about church that I don't want to cause that 
kind of negative reaction in people, like I'm trying to proselytize. 
 
F2: Right, cause that's the, what you're getting away from – the evangelicals who 
are like in the subways, “Repent or you're going to hell.” You know, it's like, 
well…then there's the other extreme where you never tell anyone anything. 
People have no idea [about the existence of churches like Revolution]. 
 
This is not to say that such reaching out or invitations do not occur, but there is good 
reason to think that this is not a common occurrence. Emerging Churches seek to be a 
form of church and to practice being church in ways that are sensitive to those negative 
experiences. They take into account the knowledge that many Emerging Church 
participants attend church with trepidation and are returning to church after periods of 
withdrawal. So while Emerging Church participants value relationality, part of what that 
means is that they are careful about how they relate to those outside the church, aware 
that Christians have often engaged others not for the sake of friendship itself, but with the 
ulterior motive of drawing people in to their churches, an external motive that seems 
contrary to the kinds of relationships of vulnerability and mutuality they understand to be 
part of the good news Jesus proclaimed and embodied. People’s reported negative 
experiences and disaffection with Christianity and with their previous churches did not 
preclude them from searching for a more ideal expression of church or believing they 
could find (or start) one. As a result, people who are part of the Emerging Church have 
often come to it out of their own efforts and not from those of the Emerging Church 
itself. As Danielle Shroyer put it, “I – honestly – I don't even know [how people find us]. 
I am always amazed...They have to be looking.” That people come to their Emerging 
Church congregation because they were actively looking for an “emerging” church and 
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found one – whether by their own initiative or through the recommendation of a friend – 
was a noteworthy finding of my analysis.  
 
A Church of Welcome, Deconstruction, and Changeability 
Stories abounded in my interviews with Emerging Church participants about how 
the Emerging Church values inclusion of various kinds. Broadly speaking, participants 
express a desire to cast a wide net of inclusion for people of diverse perspectives. In one 
way or another people expressed that their church was open to all, a place where 
everyone was welcome, a place to which people can come as they are without having to 
“culturally commute from who they are to who the church is.”42 At Revolution, one 
participant commented that Revolution “definitely [is] a super welcoming place,” so 
much so that the church goes so far as to “call themselves out even like in the times when 
they felt they weren't welcoming to maybe the people that were on the more conservative 
spectrum.” At the Gathering, during one of the focus group interviews I conducted, one 
married couple commented that The Gathering’s openness was something that they 
considered a “non-negotiable” and related it to their past negative experiences:  
Researcher: What are the things that you all think are the non-negotiables at The 
Gathering? Things that you wouldn't want touched or changed? 
 
W: Uh, I would say, for me, it’s the openness of the church, the fact that if you're 
homeless you can walk in, you can sit in the back and have a cup of coffee, or if 
you want, you can come forward and sit down and listen to the service. Uhm, 
there’s a —Phil [the pastor] has a very open spirit and after years of M [husband] 
and I being in churches where…it was all politics, mainly…extreme right-
winged…there was this whole thing about, to a certain extent, who has money, 
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who didn't – that kind of thing…Phil's church, The Gathering, is just, totally, out, 
outside of the box. And with everything that we've gone through, it, it fits what 
we need right now.
43
 
 
Researcher: M, what would you say [is] the thing you wouldn’t want changed at 
The Gathering? 
 
M: Yeah, I think I would say more or less the same as W…(pause) the fact that 
(pause) it is open to everyone. I think that the fact that we are open even to 
witches is not a weakness but on the contrary, in, in terms of gospel appreciation, 
I think it is a strength. I think that the gospel is inclusive and not exclusive. And 
therefore the fact that we can talk to anyone…with an open mind, with an 
accepting heart…to me it is very precious and it is, very, it's very representative 
of the gospel as I understand it.
44
 
 
This story was corroborated by Laura, the woman they referenced who identifies as a 
witch. In my individual interview with Laura, she noted both the fact that she was 
welcomed into the community and that the community is open-minded about her 
differing spiritual path:  
F: I do consider myself a witch. I also consider Phil to be one of my dear friends, 
because he looks beyond sort of the, the names of what we call our respective 
spiritual paths and sort of looks for the, he looks for the similarities, and the 
differences. And he celebrates the differences just as much as he does the 
similarities, and that's very welcoming, so – and, and, coming here, I mean, there's 
a lot of people in this church that I know and have become friends with.  
 
Another participant, this one from COTA, similarly demonstrates the 
interrelatedness of the welcome extended by the Emerging Church and people’s negative 
experiences with church:  
C: I had just been diagnosed with, you know, this very crazy and sometimes 
unpredictable disease; I had just moved my entire life across the country again; I 
was living with my aunt; just all kinds of, kind of difficult things for me. I 
remember just feeling really, really safe [when attending COTA] and it was—it 
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was just a, you know, healing place for me as well. And it's just always been that 
place for me.  It's just always been a really welcoming – come-as-you-are – safe 
place. And I met a lot of people there who – that – we often say COTA is their 
last stop on the way out of church or maybe their first stop on their way back in. 
Like it's kind of “on the periphery” kind of people that have, either – there are a 
lot of people at our church who have either been really hurt by religious 
experiences or who haven't had anything and have always kind of wondered, and 
that kind of thing.  So, I don't relate to that because, like I said, I have a lot of 
Lutheran heritage in my line of history; but I love the idea that it doesn't have to 
be a church full of people that have had a Lutheran heritage. It can be a church 
full of people that have had all different kinds of backgrounds and that it's a 
welcoming place for them too, for all of us.  That there isn't an us and a them. 
There's isn't like this “unchurched” that we're trying to speak to, I feel like. It's all 
very, um, blended.  And maybe it's not, but I feel like it's very blended so I've 
appreciated that too. 
 
Similarly, a participant from Revolution Church explained how her experience at 
Revolution was not what had been true of her experiences at other churches:  
K: Um another thing I think is really important is the focus on everybody.  It just 
– every, every time I've ever come to any service, whether it's Vince speaking or 
anyone, it's, it's really directed toward, toward everyone.  There's no specific 
demographic or…belief system or anything. And the fact that, you know (pause), 
he quotes Ghandi, and he quotes…Martin Luther, and…you know, saying that 
like, there, there is…there is a backbone to (pause), to being…open-minded 
and…and to giving people grace and having grace in your life – and I just love it. 
I think it's so huge and yet that’s missing in so many churches. At least from 
my…experience of growing up where the focus really wasn't, like, just love 
everyone. It was more of like what are you involved in [with church] and, and 
how involved are you? And this is more of a, of a (pause), “we'd love for you to 
be involved but more than anything else, we just want to let you know that, like, 
we love ya.” And I think that's (pause) – for a lot of people that are hurting or that 
feel like they've been burned by their churches or felt like they, because of their 
lifestyle or their choices, that they don't belong. I think that's the, like the most 
important and vital part of Revolution Church is that – the focus is everybody.45 
 
More succinctly, at The Gathering one woman who spoke about her and her spouse's 
participation at the church explained: “One of the reasons that we found ourselves…in a 
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church like The Gathering is because – having been burnt more than once in a traditional 
church because of…church politics – [a] pastor who is at the top of the pyramid and he 
moves people and he changes situations according to what he feels is best…[it] left a real 
sour taste in our mouths (laughs).”46 
 
Being welcoming to all, even those who are different, is not unique to the 
Emerging Church of course; one can generally assume that most churches would 
communicate a similar message. What stands out from my interviews with participants of 
the Emerging Church is the frequency with which they express awareness of the negative 
experiences people have had with church
47
 and how that awareness is tied to their desire 
to be welcoming and open to others regardless of difference. The Emerging Church’s 
commitment to be a form of church that is radically welcoming is born out of its 
awareness that the church itself has been the cause of people’s negative and hurtful 
experiences and has not truly been a place into which all can simply enter and be 
welcomed.
48
 The Emerging Church seeks intentionally to counteract the negative and 
hurtful experiences people have had with church, including many of them personally. 
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Emerging Church congregations express their desire to be churches “in which anyone can 
walk in and be welcomed – no matter what – and without judgment.”  
Closely related to this value for inclusion as a way to counteract people’s negative 
experiences with church was the high value participants placed on being theologically 
welcoming regardless of people’s doctrinal differences. From the perspective of many 
Emerging Church participants, people’s experience of church as rigid in form and 
structure and stagnant in theology has been the cause of people’s negative experiences 
with church. The inclusiveness that matters to most for the Emerging Church 
congregations in my study is not primarily in reference to a diversity of people, per se, 
though that was an expressed concern by participants of a few churches I visited, but has 
more to do with its own theological openness, the inclusion of people’s doubts, questions, 
and critiques of church, and a willingness to allow these to impact its embodiment. Two 
people from Revolution Church, independent of one another, captured this by saying that 
a non-negotiable of the church was that there are no non-negotiables; everything is up for 
discussion, debate, or reconsideration. Sara, who had been a regular participant at the 
church for a couple of years at the point that I interviewed her, explained to me that for 
Revolution Church to remain a truly welcoming space required that it maintain a 
prevailing theological openness: 
Creating a welcoming space seems…quite important…and what I mean by that is 
a really (pause) a genuinely open space…it is a bunch of introverts, and they're all 
like, everyone's kind of awkward and shy, but I definitely feel like everybody can 
come in. You know, you don't have to tell us certain lies – but I feel like a 
percursor to that openness would have to be a theological openness. So it's not 
just this thing, like, you can come in and you're welcome and you better 
eventually like check these boxes…I mean they [at Revolution] definitely have 
stances on things, they have beliefs, but I think like one of those is like, they don't 
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hold their beliefs really tightly, so…so therefore, I guess it's, the church, then, 
would need to be malleable and open to change and not hold, like, the power 
structure too tightly, or if there even is one.
49
 
 
Here Sara is expressing the relationship between being a church that is a welcoming 
space and being a church that is theologically as well as structurally malleable and open 
to change. Jay Bakker expressed a similar understanding about the openness practiced at 
Revolution Church. Informed by both his understanding of Jesus’ own practice and the 
writings of Peter Rollins,
50
 he explains:  
There's really not any non-negotiables. My best friend was a Satanist in Atlanta, 
like, you know? I don't know what negotiables are, you know, once you read Pete 
Rollins and all of his stuff, it's like, you know, any sacred cows you have kind of 
go out the door. You can be a literalist and come to Revolution, or be a legalist, 
or, or an atheist and come to Revolution. And as long as you're able to say, “I'm 
willing to have conversations about it,” it usually ends up pretty well. So, I don't 
know, you know – we have people who come from all different walks, and, so 
non-negotiables, I guess, just don't take, [don’t] make any difference—as long as 
safety isn't an issue, you know what I mean? I, I just don't see what—you know? I 
never saw Jesus have non-negotiables, I mean, even he – he rebuked Pharisees, 
but at the same time, it's almost like he was willing to hang out with any of them. 
 
The key to being able to have an atheist, a literalist, or any other person of a divergent 
perspective, together is not that they all agree to disagree or that they all eventually end 
up at the same conclusion, but that they are “willing to have a conversation about it” – the 
“it” being whatever potential non-negotiable people bring with them. Here Jay Bakker 
identifies a key theme that recurred among my interviews with Emerging Church 
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participants – the importance of being willing to engage in conversation. The de facto 
“non-negotiable” among Emerging Church communities is maintaining one’s openness, 
not just in terms of what one holds dear and being willing to have a conversation about it, 
but openness toward one another despite the differences present, in part required to 
counteract the negative experiences of church as judgmental and exclusionary.  
The two stories above are just a brief example of many such stories, but these two 
reflect the concern for inclusion that Larson and Osborne wrote about in their book The 
Emerging Church. The inclusion they affirmed for the church that was emerging was one 
which must be open not only to “the dramatic changes and developments in 
contemporary society” but also to the questioning and critique of those inside and outside 
the church.
51
 Many of the Emerging Church congregations I studied demonstrate an 
awareness of the critiques and charges raised against the church by those who have had 
negative experiences with it. They are active in resisting the building up of “strong 
theological and ecclesiastical walls” of which Larson and Osborne warned, and they 
willingly engage “the winds of change and controversy” within their context and 
surrounding community.
52
 Their openness is not simply an extension of welcome to those 
who may be different from them, but to the doubts, questions, and critiques those people 
bring. In fact, this is in part what shapes the relationality of some of their structures and 
their ways of doing things, their efforts to maintain theological and structural openness. 
As I interviewed a couple from House of Mercy, they commented on the various things 
                                                        
51
 Larson and Osborne, 104-106.  
52
 Ibid., 103-104.  
  
127 
that had made House of Mercy “stick” as their church when they had not been able to 
connect to several others. Bouncing their thoughts off one another, they shared:  
Spouse 1: So I think we connected with, differently but similarly – was kind of 
the thought provoking messages; and the music was great; and um –  
 
Spouse 2: For me it's the, it's the, I’m a skeptic too, so; there's a lot of, there's a lot 
of openness to, “we could be wrong.” And I think, like, there's nothing more 
certain than that, for me, that I’m wrong, you know, about something. So.53   
 
Spouse 1: Yes. 
 
Spouse 2: So, I like that, and that comes through in all the dialogue, the pastors, 
and the sermons and everything is that: We don't know, we don't know, exactly, 
but we are all doing our best to find out.  
 
Spouse 1: And people don't make you feel like you have to feel certain things or 
agree with certain things, it's like –  
 
Spouse 2: No, there’s never been any “you musts.” 
 
Spouse 1: “You must” say this –  
 
Spouse 2: “You must” believe this, and –  
 
Spouse 1: Or “feel this,” or “not do this” –  
 
The emphasis of not having any “musts” or non-negotiables within the Emerging 
Church was indeed noteworthy in my study with these twelve congregations. However, 
while most churches expressed a recognition that churches can be wrong about any 
particular stance and therefore should be open to dialogue, conversation, and debate on 
every topic, saying that the Emerging Church’s non-negotiable is that there are no non-
negotiables is truer of some churches than of others. Structurally, most Emerging Church 
congregations incorporate conversation or a dialogical aspect to their sermons and/or 
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their liturgical structures. In my interviews with House of Mercy, Ikon, Grace Commons, 
The Gathering, COTA, Journey, Revolution, Solomon’s Porch, and Vintage Faith, more 
than one person expressed the importance of dialogue and discussion. Church of the 
Beloved did not directly talk about dialogue and discussion, but told stories of the early 
experiences that helped shape their community that reflect this value. One of the stories 
was about how an event early in their formation as a church helped them establish their 
openness to topics around sexuality, something about which they had been ambivalent 
previously.
54
 It was clear from this story that their church was not only open to dialogue 
and discussion, but was open to being changed as a result of their encounters with one 
another.  
Yet there were also exceptions to this degree of openness. At HFASS, after noting 
that for her choral singing without instruments was a non-negotiable, Nadia Bolz-Weber 
went on to note that while people at the church have various beliefs or theological 
positions, these were not something around which there was discussion or conversation, 
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or as she noted, “it’s just rarely a topic of conversation.” She herself serves as the 
theological center; it is part of her job. She explains:  
Also definitely there's a theological center. So one interesting thing about the 
community is that people believe all sorts of stuff. We have everything from 
agnostics to evangelicals in our church. And nobody ever talks about what we 
believe. Like it's just rarely a topic of conversation, doctrine—not something 
people talk about. Um and so but I am definitely a theologian-in-residence and so 
I often say that I don't feel responsible in any way for what people believe. It's not 
my business, right? But I'm very responsible for what they hear, so proclamation 
is very important to me. The language in the liturgy itself and in the proclamation 
and in the preaching, that's my responsibility, and it, and it is – I'm a really 
orthodox Lutheran theologian. 
 
At HFASS, while there is openness in terms of welcome, and the church includes people 
“that believe all sorts of stuff,” there is not much conversation about it. Further, as the 
Orthodox Lutheran theologian-in-residence, as she describes herself, she is responsible 
for what people hear and serves as the theological center; the openness to change of that 
center is not clear.  
The role that Nadia Bolz-Weber plays as the founding pastor
55
 and theologian-in-
residence at HFASS functions similarly to Erwin McManus’ role of principal visionary 
and primary communicator at Mosaic. At Mosaic I conducted interviews with two of the 
staff – one was a volunteer staff, a musician who serves on the worship team, and one 
was the “lead pastor,” a paid position responsible to “lead the staff and manage the 
operations of the church.” It was clear through these interviews that, similar to Nadia, 
Erwin serves as the “theological center” for the church. The speaking and teaching56 that 
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occurs at the weekly Sunday gatherings of Mosaic is structured in three-month rotations 
between Erwin and Hank, the lead pastor whom Erwin brought in to lead beside him:  
Erwin has his hand in so many different things, it’s essential for him to have 
somebody who leads alongside him. There was a guy in my role before me and he 
moved to Texas to give his wife a big back yard and a dog the size of a horse. So, 
I was here and I learned from him, and I had been a part of the team, so he 
brought me in. Erwin believes in indigenous leadership development, so he would 
never bring a person into my position that was from another church, um, because 
that would be such a statement against his ability to develop leaders. It would be a 
declaration to our church that there is no leader of that caliber here. 
 
It is clear that as the lead pastor who leads and teaches at the church, Hank does so 
“alongside Erwin” and was brought in by Erwin who is the one who develops leadership 
“indigenously.”   
Erwin ultimately directs and coordinates the decision-making and teaching that 
take place at the church. That there exists a singular source of teaching is also evident in 
the very design of the worship service. The space is a large amphitheater that seats about 
five hundred people, with all seats facing the stage, where all the activity during the 
service takes place. As the service begins the lights are dim in most of the room except 
for spot lighting on the stage; the room is kept dim enough that ushers have to use 
flashlights to direct people to the open seats. The curtains over the windows to the outside 
are drawn, preventing any daylight from seeping in. The atmosphere before the service 
begins is very similar to that in a theatre before the beginning of a play, with lots of 
energy and chatter from the “audience.” There is a full band set up on stage and the 
service begins as the band start to play a worship song, led by a main female singer and a 
few others who provide backup vocals. The lyrics are simple, presumably directed to 
God, and build toward a climactic end with the repeated refrain, “Light of the world, 
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you’re shining, you’re shining,” at which point the singers are jumping up and down and 
the stage lights change direction to span the audience. All the songs have lyrics that are 
directed at a venerated subject, sometimes explicitly naming Jesus or God but sometime 
leaving unidentified the subject to whom the songs are directed. For example in one song 
the lyrics state, “We have nothing left; we bring you our best; you are glorious, you are 
glorious; only you are life,” but God or Jesus are never explicitly named. After about 
twenty minutes of singing and performing such songs, Erwin McManus walks up to the 
front from the back of the stage and invites people to pray. He prays aloud as the music 
begins to soften and slow, beginning with the words, “we are so aware that we are an 
inadequate gift, but we give ourselves to you, lay our lives at your feet. We trust you with 
our lives…shape and form us, for you are worthy.” The music and singing continue softly 
until the band brings the song to a close, at which point the curtains over the windows 
open, the lights brighten, and McManus begins to teach.  
What stands out about the service up to this point is that there is always a single 
subject, God or Jesus, toward whom peoples’ attention is directed and toward whom the 
songs are oriented, building up to the central moment when the only person who has a 
(non-singing) speaking role shows up to teach – marked by the softening music and the 
change in lighting, brightening up the whole space. The service design revolves around a 
single subject, in the form of God/Jesus who is venerated, as well as in the single person 
who has the sole teaching/speaking role in the service.  
While at HFASS the leadership and decision-making structures are 
denominational ones and are not ultimately in the hands of the pastor as it is in Mosaic, 
  
132 
“the language in the liturgy itself and in the proclamation and in the preaching” do 
ultimately depend upon the one person who serves as the theological center. Of the 
twelve churches I visited, these two churches (HFASS and Mosaic) stand out in terms of 
the degree to which they are operationally inclusive of questions, doubts, and critiques 
and especially in terms of their openness of having even its most beloved structures and 
beliefs changed as a result of the input from those within the church or from its larger 
context.   
 
The Vitality and Relationality of the Emerging Church as a Living Organism 
The research and analysis I conducted with these twelve congregations of varying 
theological and denominational locations revealed the variances in the organic, relational, 
and inclusive nature of the Emerging Church. The operational nuances that arose within 
the characteristics of the Emerging Church serve to demonstrate the ecclesiological 
diversity that exists both structurally and theologically that cannot be captured by any 
single model of church or any single ecclesiology. This diversity notwithstanding, there 
are issues and tensions that emerge within the findings that feminist theologians’ 
ecclesiological work can serve to address and to which it can contribute. I will draw in 
feminist contributions in the next chapter, but here I would like to highlight some of the 
areas of concern to the Emerging Church and of tension within it that I noted during my 
research.  
 There is the largely unaddressed question regarding the extent to which 
inclusivity in the nature of church actually leads to change within the church. My study 
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reveals varying degrees to which the Emerging Church is willing to take seriously its 
claim of being more of a living organism than a static institution. Many do indeed hold 
their structures with openness and demonstrate a willingness to change them based on the 
input they receive from within and from outside the church. Journey Church is the best 
example of that from my study sample. Many likewise hold their theological convictions 
with openness taking for granted the knowledge that they “could be wrong,” and that the 
church often has been. Other congregations, however, are not so “uncertain.”  
The two congregations that hold a theological center in place through a single 
person raise for me questions about the extent to which such a model is able to be 
responsive not only to its changing cultural context but also to the questions and critiques 
brought to it. Do the questions, doubts, and critiques people bring with them to church 
actually cause it to change its forms and practices, and to rethink its theological 
presuppositions? For example, I wonder whether the “democratization of the space” but 
not of the preaching, for example, are changes that demonstrate not theological openness 
and malleability but only a willingness to change cosmetically. Such questions regard the 
seriousness with which Emerging Church congregations take their commitment to be 
both a new creation authentic to and for its given context and to be a community of 
mutual trust and participation. Larson and Osborne would raise these as questions that 
regard the church’s faithfulness to the practice of a lay apostolate, the mutuality of the 
relationality of the church as the continuing incarnation of Christ. 
Larson and Osborne, in anticipating the church of the future, proposed that the 
church is a people willing to share vulnerably “the fruits of its own inadequacies” and be 
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transformed “by the amazing workings of God’s kind love.”57 Central to the workings of 
that love is the gift of the divinity of Christ continuing Christ’s incarnation in the 
humanity of the church – humanity itself is understood to be a means of God’s love 
through which the church is transformed.
58
 The extent to which the whole body, i.e. the 
humanity of the church, serves as a resource to express the divinity of Christ continues to 
be an important question to raise of the Emerging Church. Does one who comes into an 
Emerging Church congregation, one who is perhaps radically different from those already 
present or who raises questions different than those already engaged in, make a practical 
difference to its embodiment? As Larson and Osborne contend, “In too many instances, 
the Church has neglected its primary resources: the divinity of Christ continuing His 
incarnation in His people, and the very humanity of those in whom He continues to 
live.”59 If Christ’s divinity is recognized as continuing among all who make up the body 
of Christ which is the church, then this must apply in all matters of church, not just in 
some, especially if the good news of Jesus Christ, as Christopher Rodkey affirms, is to 
“always be new and relevant, always re-inventing itself.”60 The Emerging Church’s 
willingness to be inclusive to the point of allowing itself to be formed into “a new thing,” 
without the presumption that the Church has ever been what God intended it to be and 
                                                        
57
 Larson and Osborne, 19-20.  
58
 Ibid., 73.  
59
 Ibid. Capitalization in the original. 
60
 Rodkey, “Satanism in the Suburbs,” 53 
  
135 
can return to it but that it is always in the process of becoming, is vital for the Emerging 
Church as it seeks to be the living organism it hopes to be.
61
 
This raises a second key issue that arises from my findings: the role of the clergy 
within the Emerging Church and whether it is to be one of discerning and visioning, of 
providing pastoral care, of organizing and coordinating, or of holding the theological 
center. Larson and Osborne projected that the emerging Church “will find its ministry 
being expressed by a whole people, wherein the distinction between clergy and laity will 
be that of function, not of status or hierarchical division.”62 The findings reveal that there 
are varying functions that the ordained persons play among the different Emerging 
Church congregations, some seeming to facilitate the vitality of the Emerging Church 
more than others. A key question I explore in the next chapter is which of these varying 
roles best reflect a deconstruction of the hierarchical divisions and status that exist within 
church, as well as whether the church’s transformation is facilitated by the model of 
having one single person serving as the theological center for the congregation. I will 
make a case for how the deconstruction of hierarchies helps the Emerging Church from 
falling into old patterns of rigidity and stagnation like what participants have previously 
experienced in church and out of which they have sought to emerge. I do so out of my 
own efforts to reflect with them as I bring relevant insights and contributions from 
feminist theology toward their own aim to be an embodiment of the continuing 
incarnation of Christ, a living body characterized by mutuality and vitality.   
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CHAPTER FOUR  
FEMINIST CONTRIBUTIONS AND CHALLENGES TO THE CHURCH 
The claim I have made in this dissertation and toward which I have been building 
my case is that feminist ecclesiology is a needed partner for the Emerging Church if it is 
to be the organic, relational, and inclusive form of church it seeks to be. My method has 
been feminist practical theological and my specific subject of study has been twelve 
Emerging Church congregations. However, from the start, my broader interest has been 
ecclesiology and, specifically, facilitating engagement between the Emerging Church and 
feminist ecclesiology.  
Natalie K. Watson defines ecclesiology as “the process of critical theological 
reflection of the church on itself.”1 Bryan Stone defines it as “a discipline that undertakes 
critical constructive reflection on the Christian community as a distinct social body in the 
world and as a particular people in history” and continues by stating that “this community 
understands itself to be the ‘body of Christ,’ the ‘temple of God,’ and a living, 
‘sacrament’ that, because of its union with Christ, reveals to the world something of 
God’s very nature and purpose.”2 In Watson’s definition, the church is taken for granted; 
the church is simply a given (it exists) and ecclesiology names the process by which the 
church reflects critically on itself. Stone’s definition says more about what the church is – 
it is a community of Christian-identified persons that understands itself as having a 
distinct relationship with Christ and God. These definitions help one understand that the 
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church has a history, is constituted by people with all their gifts and flaws and by its 
relationship with God and Christ, and that it critically and theologically reflects on its 
nature and its reason for existing in light of that relationship.
3
  
The distinctiveness that the church has claimed for itself is that it is a people who 
has heard and responded to the good news Jesus proclaimed and embodied in community 
with his friends and family, who in turn seek to participate in that embodiment with 
Christ and one another, thereby participating in Christ’s continuing incarnation. In the 
Gospel of Mark, the good news of Jesus Christ began with John the Baptist, a messenger 
who was sent to prepare the way, who was introduced as following in the line of the 
prophets who shouted in the wilderness, “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths 
straight.”4 As the story is told in the Gospel of Mark, just after this introduction, the 
messenger who arrives to prepare the way is John the baptizer who “appeared in the 
wilderness preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”5 In the 
beginning of this retelling of the good news of Jesus Christ, the good news begins with a 
call to repentance – with a call to turn and to change. The church, then, as the ecclesia, is 
made up of those who respond to the call to turn to a new way. Stone explains that in 
“describing their new communities, the first Christians took over the Greek political term 
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ecclesia, which signified the gathering and association (literally, the “calling out”) of 
those with citizen rights of a whole city from their private homes into a public 
assembly.”6 The church is the gathering and association of “citizens” who respond to the 
call to repent and prepare a new way; the repentance and new way is expected to have 
relational, structural, and economic implications, or as Stone states, the church is to be a 
distinctive social body, with all the political ramifications that may imply.  
This repentance, or metanoia as a change of mind, a turning, is of central 
importance in feminist ecclesiology. The metanoia that is represented in baptism is a 
turning “by which [one] see[s] through the ideologies that justify oppressive systems and 
get in touch with [one’s] true potential for life.”7 The metaphor of the church as the ‘body 
of Christ’ – a reference to church as a corporate life that Kwok Pui-lan describes as one 
“in which members with a plurality of gifts respect the contributions and dignity of one 
another” – corresponds to a way of living and relating that is distinct from “the political 
and religious establishment of the time.”8 As the body of Christ, the church forms 
according to the nature and character of the “Jesus community” initiated when “Jesus 
announced the good news of God’s kingdom as the new creation.”9 And, as Rosemary 
Radford Ruether points out, such an undertaking is not easy “because the power and 
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principalities of alienated existence socialize us into false consciousness.”10 Patriarchy is 
a primary characteristic of the false consciousness to which feminist ecclesiology draws 
attention and from which they call the church to turn.   
Nicholas M. Healy suggests that one “who writes an ecclesiology does so because 
he or she is concerned about some aspect of the church.”11 In my case, and the case of 
other feminist theologians, my concern regards the ways in which the church does not 
reflect a new way of being and relating in the world but instead mimics the same sexist 
and misogynist patterns and biases of the world within its own structures. Feminist 
theologians have long charged that when it comes to the role and participation of women 
and other historically and systemically marginalized persons, the church has yet to turn to 
a new way; its structures of leadership and patterns of formation systemically continue to 
privilege some over others. So while a key Christian claim and vision is that in Christ 
“there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male and female,”12 which 
creates the expectation for equality, wholeness, and freedom for all people, the reality has 
been quite different, even among those “called out” to such a vision. The church has 
instead been formed (or formed itself) in ways that those within the church, such as 
feminist theologians, and those outside of it, such as “millennials,” rightly deem 
“unchristian.” 
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Unchristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity…and Why 
it Matters
13
 is a book that resulted from a three-year research project in which thousands 
of people between the ages of sixteen and twenty-nine, i.e. millennials, made up of 
Mosaics and Busters,
14
 were either surveyed or interviewed about their perceptions of 
Christianity from an outsider’s point of view. The result of the research shows a 
predominantly negative view of Christianity by outsiders, a view not based on unfounded 
perceptions, but grounded in the personal experiences outsiders have had with Christians 
and with the church (“outsiders” includes those who have been “dechurched,” not simply 
those who are “unchurched”). The Barna Group, which conducted the research, did so out 
of an interest to “help a new generation of leaders understand the perceptions and images 
that young people have of Christianity,” which they already suspected to be very 
negative.
15
 To those outside the church (and to many within it) the results were of little 
surprise. The research showed that outsiders’ perceptions of Christianity are 
overwhelmingly negative (nine out of twelve perceptions). The three most common 
perceptions were that Christians are anti-homosexual, judgmental, and hypocritical, in 
that order. The authors pointed out that these perceptions are in most cases (50% or more) 
directly related to outsiders’ negative experiences at church or in relationship with 
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Christians.
16
 The authors explicitly recognized that Mosaics and Busters “rarely see 
Christians who embody service, compassion, humility, forgiveness, patience, kindness, 
peace, joy, goodness, and love”17 – a problem that causes them to confirm that as 
Christians they “need to make continual, honest evaluations of [them]selves so that [they] 
can uncover the ways in which [their] lives do not accurately reflect what [they] 
profess.”18 My interest in this study is that the population surveyed and interviewed for 
this research overlaps and parallels to a great extent the population that participates in and 
makes up the Emerging Church. Participants of the Emerging Church likewise bring their 
past negative experiences and perceptions of church to their congregations, as do feminist 
theologians to their explicitly feminist rethinking of ecclesiology.  
Both the Emerging Church and feminist ecclesiology have a concern for the 
wounds and negative experiences people have had with church and Christianity. In 
feminist ecclesiologies, women’s experiences are made central in recognition that these 
have historically not been taken into account and that theology has largely been written in 
exclusion of women. A primary commitment of feminist ecclesiology is to contribute to 
forming egalitarian justice-seeking Christian communities that go beyond the patriarchal 
imaginations that have long dominated the church. To varying degrees, Emerging Church 
congregations are explicitly forming in response to the harm its participants have 
experienced in the past with church and Christianity and are seeking to form communities 
in new ways. Emerging Church congregations intentionally seek to form church in ways 
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that do not replicate the rigid theologies and the damaging habits and patterns its 
participants have experienced in previous churches. In my data, it was clear that 
Emerging Church participants bring both experiences of woundedness and of hope to 
their congregation. However, the degree to which their questions, doubts, and critiques 
cause the Emerging Church to reconsider its forms and practices and to rethink its 
theological presuppositions – the degree to which participants’ negative experiences of 
church have a shaping effect on the church they help form – is a key consideration if 
Emerging Church congregations are to avoid replicating and perpetuating the harm its 
participants have experienced in the past. Reflection on the ways in which feminist 
theologies have noted women’s experiences and the historical reality of their systemic 
exclusion and marginalization within church, serves as a model for how the church may 
transform itself in light of the harm it has caused.   
 
Disclosing Patriarchal Distortions in the Body of Christ 
The feminist theologies of today have their roots in the women’s liberation 
movement of the 1960s and early 1970s. Early feminist theologians began their work by 
exposing the largely overlooked sexism and misogyny embedded within the Catholic 
Church’s teachings and doctrines and called the church to repent and reform. They gave 
voice and visibility to the patriarchal patterns and habits embedded within the church’s 
language and symbol systems, its leadership structure, and its rigid institutionalization 
that relegated women to a status inferior to that of men.  
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Patriarchy can be defined as “any social system in which men are perceived as 
inherently superior and more powerful than women,” which creates corresponding forms 
of ruling and competition.
19
 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza defined patriarchalism as “a 
social system maintaining male dominance and privilege based on female submission and 
marginality.” She continued by explaining that sexism “was coined by analogy to racism. 
It denotes all those attitudes and actions that relegate women to a secondary and inferior 
status.”20 Rosemary Radford Ruether defined patriarchy as “not only the subordination of 
females to males, but the whole structure of Father-ruled society: aristocracy over serfs, 
masters over slaves, king over subjects, racial overlords over colonized people.”21 In one 
of the earliest works of feminist theology, The Church and the Second Sex, Mary Daly 
identified the reality of patriarchalism within the church and charged it with contributing 
to the systemic valuing of men over women and the perpetuation of women’s 
oppression.
22
 She outlined that this was accomplished by: 1) distracting women from the 
injustice of their unequal status in church and society with the promise of a better future 
in the afterlife;
23
 2) conferring upon women a pseudo-equality accomplished through 
their relationship with a ‘lordly male’;24 3) promoting moral doctrines that imply women 
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are naturally inferior and are the weaker sex through whom sin found its way into the 
world and that women must therefore be subordinate to men;
25
 and 4) excluding women 
from the hierarchy of the church and linking the idea of divinity as male through sex-
specific naming for God and by elevating Jesus’ maleness as significant to the 
incarnation and to who can reflect Christ.
26
  
Nelle Morton traced these patriarchal structures to the “ancient myth that life and 
spirit originate in the male,” which set up the image of the male as the sole parent. She 
traced the myth back to Greek and Roman history and illustrated how the image 
continued to be legitimated biblically.
27
 She argued that the ancient myth of the male as 
the sole parent set up an understanding of male and female relationships in which the 
man, understood to be the originator of life, is seen as “decision maker, provider, owner 
of the woman and the child, and head of the household” and the woman as “nurturer of 
the male’s babies…as incubator, sex object, breeder, and housewife.”28 Such images 
were legitimated in the church and continued to be reflected in the national political arena 
regarding the question of who has the right to make the decision to end a pregnancy.  
All these issues of concern regarding the patriarchalism of the church continued to 
be developed by feminist theologians since they first raised them in the late 1960s. Time 
has only confirmed their conviction that the church needs to face these concerns head on 
and dismantle the patriarchal symbols, language, and practices that are embedded within 
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it. Three interconnected areas of concern became the focus of early feminist theological 
work and illumine the response of feminist Christians in light of women’s experiences of 
exclusion and marginalization in the church, as well as the content of their call to the 
church to repent of its embedded patriarchalism: sexism and God-talk, systemic erasure 
and exclusion, and the interconnected concerns of clericalism and hierarchical power. 
While all of these are interrelated, working together to create an oppressive patriarchal 
order, and cannot be easily isolated as stand-alone realities, I will present each one 
individually in order to highlight their particularities. The individual character of each as 
well as their obvious interrelatedness will help reveal the deep rootedness of patriarchy 
that feminists see within the church and the vastness of the concerns they seek to address 
through various feminist ecclesiologies.  
Before I turn to the present task, however, what do these areas of feminist concern 
have to do with the Emerging Church? The Emerging Church is likewise concerned with 
moving away from hackneyed forms of church and of inherited theologies that its 
participants have experienced to be unchristian. In response, it seeks to form the church 
in ways that reflect being a living organism more than a static institution, continually 
transformed in response to and in relationship with its community, as a community of 
mutual trust and participation, and always open to change, based on encounters among 
those within the church as well as with those outside of it. The Emerging Church seeks to 
be a new creation. Nonetheless, there has been concern from within the Emerging Church 
itself about the public face of its leadership, largely male and white, and about the 
structural direction Emerging Church congregations take institutionally and 
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denominationally in the long run. Additionally, concerns raised by early feminist 
theologians are raised by women presently involved in the Emerging Church. The three 
areas of feminist concern I here address will prove to be not only relevant areas of 
consideration and continued reflection for the Emerging Church but necessary if it is to 
avoid falling into the age-old patterns of male hierarchy and centralized power.  
Sexism and God-Talk 
That males are assigned a superior status in western civilization and the church 
was specifically confirmed through feminists’ analysis of speech about God. Elizabeth 
Johnson observed that “even to the casual observer it is obvious that the Christian 
community ordinarily speaks about God on the model of the ruling male human being.” 
She continued by stating that, “both the images that are used and the concepts 
accompanying them reflect the experience of men in church within a patriarchal 
system.”29 One after another, early feminist theologians raised their concern regarding 
male exclusive God-talk. Asserting that symbols are not neutral but have an active 
function, both externally in society and internally in the human psyche, feminists charged 
that “patriarchal God symbolism function[ed] to legitimate and reinforce patriarchal 
social structures in family, society, and church.”30 Johnson explained:  
Language about the father in heaven who rules over the world justifies and even 
necessitates an order whereby the male religious leader rules over his flock, the 
civil ruler has domination over his subjects, the husband exercises headship over 
his wife. If there is an absolute heavenly patriarch, the social arrangements on 
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earth must pivot around hierarchical rulers who of necessity must be male in order 
to represent him and rule in his name. This men do to the exclusion of women by 
a certain right, thanks to their greater similarity to the source of all being in 
power...Exclusive and literal imaging of the patriarchal God thus ensures the 
continued subordination of women to men in all significant civic and religious 
structures. This symbolism also justifies the androcentric worldview of male 
superiority and female inferiority that accompany such structures. When God is 
envisioned in the image of one sex rather than both sexes, and in the image of the 
ruling class of this sex, then this group of men is seen to possess the image of God 
in a primary way.
31
 
 
Speech and language about God set up a divine framework that was then justifiably 
replicated in human structures and relations. The sex-specific roles and structures that 
were established as normative in both church and society included the expectation that 
there were separate realms for men and for women (other genders not yet taken into 
account).  
Early feminist Christians painfully recognized the pervasiveness of patriarchalism 
within the church and its oppressive effects not only on society at large, but more 
distressingly, on the church as the body of Christ. They further acknowledged that the 
effects were especially detrimental to women, not only in terms of their exclusion from 
leadership aspects of church life, but also in terms of their own socialization and self-
understanding. Feminist theologians recognized that the androcentric emphasis (if not 
exclusiveness) of the language and symbols of church made it so that women did not 
have the experience that was “freely available to every man and boy in her culture, of 
having her full sexual identity affirmed as being in the image and the likeness of God.”32 
Mary Daly charged that the Catholic Church perpetuated women’s oppression through 
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the psychological impact of a male divine – “the fact that God is called Father, that Christ 
is male, and that the angels, though they are pure spirit, have masculine names” – 
reinforced by the exclusion of women from the hierarchy.  
In agreement with early feminist theologians, Johnson affirmed that, “Speech 
about God in the exclusive and literal terms of the patriarch is a tool of subtle 
conditioning that operates to debilitate women’s sense of dignity, power, and self-
esteem.”33 Nelle Morton, when writing the prelude to her collection of essays that recount 
her feminist journey within the church, illustrates the pain of this reality as she recalls,  
At the time of the first essay in 1970 I was standing squarely in the church, still 
employed by the church. But the questions I was asking the church and its 
patriarchal religion never evoked a satisfying answer to me as a woman. In time I 
began to hear clearly that so much of what the church is saying is not for women. 
Finally the pain of participation became greater than I could bear.
34
  
 
In almost every book of early feminist theology, there are stories of the resistance 
women experienced and consequences they suffered as they dared to step outside the 
designated place assigned to them by patriarchalism. In the introduction of one of her 
essays, “Feminist Theology as a Critical Theology of Liberation,” republished in her 
volume, Discipleship of Equals, Schüssler Fiorenza begins by quoting the following 
ditty:  
“Mother, what is a feminist?” 
“A feminist, my daughter,  
Is any woman now who cares 
To think about her own affairs 
As men don’t think she oughter.”35  
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She included this ditty in the epigraph of the original article but cut it out before 
publication at the recommendation of the journal’s editor. However, in the essay’s re-
publication she decided to include it because it accurately captured “some of the 
assertiveness and opposition” that doing theology in a feminist way “was bound to 
encounter.”36 In the reintroduction she tells of the opposition her essay received at the 
time of its original publication. When the article was published in Theological Studies, 
the “chairman of her department was so upset by it that he tried to persuade [her] to 
retract it” and when she refused, she reports that “he furiously told me that someone who 
had authored such an article was not fit to teach at a Catholic university.”37 What was 
striking to her as she recounted the story was that in spite of the critical analysis she had 
just developed and published in her article, she nonetheless “found it hard to imagine the 
forms of institutional violence that could be unleashed against women ‘who think about 
their own affairs as men don’t think they oughter.’”38 These experiences notwithstanding, 
feminist Christians continued to point out the ways in which the predominant symbols 
and language used in church were harmful and functioned to justify discriminatory 
attitudes and practices toward women. In response, they sought to bring expansive and 
emancipatory language, myths, and images to the church, recognizing that the sexism 
revealed in these was “but the tip of an enormous iceberg.”39  
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Early feminist theologians identified that it was necessary to challenge the 
exclusivity of the male metaphor for God and the androcentric language of theology and 
liturgy if the truth of women as church was to take root. Mary Hunt and Diann Neu, in 
their introduction to New Feminist Christianity: Many Voices, Many Views, recount some 
of the early history of feminist Christianity. They explain that while the participation of 
Protestant women, lay and ordained, and lay Catholic women, as well as Catholic women 
religious, was increasing in many aspects of the church, they nonetheless had to deal with 
the “spiritual dissonance created by what they knew intellectually about the equality of 
women and the second-class citizenship they were forced to endure in their churches.”40 
Feminist Christians argued that part of what helped create this second-class citizenship 
was the “inextricable confusion between man and God” that is created through the 
language and symbols that have dominated within the church, which in turn helped 
preserve a sexually hierarchical society.
41
  
Hunt and Neu paint the picture of the situation of women’s continued second-
class citizenship, even as women began to study in seminary:  
They studied in seminaries that had theretofore been virtually all male in both 
faculty and student body. They worshipped in services that were rife with male-
exclusive language and imagery both for the divine and for humans, words and 
symbols that were chosen without sensitivity to gender, race, ability, and the 
like.
42
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Women’s existence, presence, and experiences were not reflected in the language and 
symbols that surrounded them. What became more and more evident was that while 
“traditional ecclesiologies, such as those of authors like Karl Barth and Paul Tillich or the 
documents of the Second Vatican Council are to be re-read from a perspective that 
assumes women as readers of theological texts,” the fact of the matter is that women 
“neither participated in their writing nor were intended as their primary readers.”43  
Feminist theologians noted that the context in which the development of Christian 
theology and doctrine took place was one with a limited number of participants, not only 
in terms of sex – male and female differentiation – but also in terms of numbers and 
kinds of persons involved. The penning of theology and doctrine followed the patriarchal 
pattern of having just a few people speak, write, and participate on behalf of the many; 
the “sole parent” who had power and decision-making authority over a subjugated 
majority. Semantic shifts were therefore not enough if one intended to bring about 
significant transformation – even revolution. For that, the context itself must be 
transformed through the participation of the whole body. 
Systemic Erasure and Exclusion 
Another of the primary concerns raised by feminist Christians to the church was 
the exclusion of women based on their sex from its leadership structures. One of the early 
principal works of feminist theology was The Church and the Second Sex, written by 
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Mary Daly.
44
 At the time of the publication of her book, and in the company of other 
early feminist theologians, one of Daly’s foremost concerns was the church’s leadership 
structure that valued humans differently based on sex as implied and established in the 
hierarchical structures of both church and society. Daly gave an account of the Church’s 
complicity in the oppression of women and contended that despite the progress being 
made in the wider society regarding women, within the church women continued to be 
regarded as the “second sex.” The exclusion of women from the ordained clergy served 
to perpetuate the idea of men as being of superior status than women and set them up to 
act accordingly by designating them as the possessors of certain decision-making and 
sacramental roles. Further, such structural sexism reflected a problematic leadership 
model that gave power to a few over the many.  
Natalie K. Watson, who has written extensively on feminist ecclesiology, makes 
the point that “it takes great courage to write about ecclesiology from a feminist 
standpoint” as the Church is “many women’s focal point for both the pain of exclusion 
from ordained ministry and for the persistent misogyny and devaluing of women within 
ecclesial life.”45 Despite the courage required and the resistance received from those who 
would preserve the status quo of church, feminists theologians worked toward a now 
explicitly feminist understanding of church out of a conviction that patriarchy spoils 
ecclesiology and does harm to the body of Christ by systemically erasing and excluding 
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women as well as others who are not the assumed normative subject – white, 
heterosexual males of a particular socioeconomic standing. To do this, feminists took into 
account the “multiplicity of different identities which participate in and embody the body 
of Christ,” especially those who had been systematically marginalized in the church, 
affirming that there was no single way of being church, nor can one single model embody 
the vision of Jesus – as much as those who the patriarchal structure privileges would like 
to claim.
46
  
A key moment in this early history of feminist theology was the presentation of 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza’s paper at the “Women Moving Church” conference in 
1982. In her paper she made the oft-quoted statement that “women are church and have 
always been church.”47 Watson characterizes this moment as the “heart of all feminist 
ecclesiology,” in which feminist theologians made the shift from “speaking about 
‘Women in the Church’ or even ‘Women and Church’ to the much stronger claim that 
‘Women are church.’ ”48 Embedded in this central claim was a call not only for the 
recognition of the “full ecclesial citizenship”49 of women, but for the radical 
transformation of the church both theologically and structurally.  
Mary Hunt points out that Schüssler Fiorenza introduced the term ekklesia 
gynaikon, the ecclesia of women, as a necessary correction to the church’s patriarchalism. 
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To name the church as the ecclesia of women was a necessary affirmation of the fact that 
“women are church and have always been church”; this needing to be explicitly stated in 
the face of the reality that “church,” at least within the Roman Catholic context, “signaled 
exclusively male leadership.”50 Hunt further noted that while other denominations might 
seem “marginally better” on the surface, her suspicion was that “underneath it all” they 
were much like Catholicism in terms of the embedded kyriarchy of their institutional 
form.
51
 Thus, the depth of transformation required and called for by such recognition was 
not welcomed as good news by all. Hunt explains that in her experience, a feminist 
approach to religion is considered dangerous by those “who seek to preserve kyriarchy” 
and experienced as liberating by “those who envision change.”52 
Hunt points out that to understand the church based on the Greek model of the 
ekklesia, the assembly of the called-out, is not without its problems. She explains that the 
Greek ekklesia was “the regularly convoked assembly of free male citizens who came 
together to make decisions for themselves, their wives and children, their slaves and 
animals” and that “if those who have been marginalized were to be included, they had to 
have rhetorical representation as well as voice and vote.”53 Early feminist theologians, 
then, called the church to be explicitly informed by women’s experience of 
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marginalization within the church if it was to build a vision for itself beyond its 
embedded patriarchalism. Key to this work was to reject models of church that preserved 
a patriarchal framework and to call for the creation of new communally constructed 
models that take into account the participation of all persons within the church. It was not 
enough to demand “admission and marginal integration into the traditionally male-
dominated hierarchical institutions of the churches and theology,” but, as Schüssler 
Fiorenza declared, feminist theologians’ interest was to “demand a radical change of 
these institutions and structures.”54 Feminist Christians demand this “not only for the 
sake of ‘equal rights’ within the churches, but because they are convinced that theology 
and church have to be liberated and humanized if they are to serve people and not to 
oppress them.”55 So while a primary concern of early Christian feminists was the 
exclusion of women from the leadership structures of the church based on sex, their 
concern extended to the systemic marginalization and exclusion of women within the 
church more broadly and not simply within the church’s official governing body and 
therefore called for a more radical transformation.  
Early feminist theologians committed to speaking back to the tradition and 
revealing the problematic substructures that helped institutionalize and perpetuate sexist 
oppressions in the first place. Mary Daly argued that the Catholic Church had an 
antagonistic relationship with women, that its teachings perpetuated a “traditional view of 
woman” that on one hand “pretends to put woman on a pedestal,” but on the other 
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actually “prevents her from genuine self-fulfillment and from active, adult-size 
participation in society.”56 When Schüssler Fiorenza asserted that “women are church and 
have always been church,” hers was an affirmation that women, as “full baptized 
members of the church as the body of Christ," also have within them “the power of 
naming what the church is or, to put it more theologically, the power to participate in the 
writing of ecclesiology.”57 Thus, the concern with the masculinist language and symbol 
systems of the church and the erasure and exclusion of women’s participation from the 
leadership and the penning of theology was not simply about representation and the need 
for affirmation of women’s full humanity as created in the image of God, but reached into 
a concern for the underlying systems and models of power and authority that made these 
patterns possible and continued to perpetuate them. Feminist Christians quickly moved 
from a call to inclusion to a call for the radical transformation of the church and its 
theology. As Nelle Morton noted, feminists did not have any interests in “getting more 
women in the inflexible patriarchal structures” as they existed, but sought to reshape the 
structures in light of the contributions of those who had been left out.
58
 Similarly, 
Schüssler Fiorenza proposed that feminist theologians were “well aware that their vision 
of a nonsexist church and nonoppressive God cannot be embodied in ‘old wineskins’ but 
[had] to be expressed in new theological structures and language.”59 Or, as Ruether 
asserted, “patriarchy is too old and too deeply rooted both in our psyches and in our 
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culture and collective life to be quickly analyzed, rejected, and then overcome in new 
unity of women and men.”60 To overcome and transform such an old system required the 
dismantling of the scaffolding that upheld the structure in the first place: hierarchy and 
clericalism.  
Clericalism and Hierarchal Power 
Recalling Ruether’s definition of patriarchy as “not only the subordination of 
females to males, but the whole structure of Father-ruled society: aristocracy over serfs, 
masters over slaves, king over subjects, racial overlords over colonized people,” feminist 
theologians argued that the possibility of a church that is informed and shaped by the 
contributions of all its participants and not just some, required the dismantling of its 
hierarchal form of organization.
61
 Ruether explained that Jesus’ message and praxis was a 
renewal of the prophetic vision of the Word of God, one that “does not validate the 
existing social and religious hierarchy but speaks on behalf of the marginalized and 
despised groups of society.”62 What Jesus proclaimed and embodied was an “iconoclastic 
reversal of the system of religious status: The last shall be first and the first last…this 
reversal of social order doesn’t just turn hierarchy upside down, it aims at a new reality in 
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which hierarchy and dominance are overcome as principles of social relations.”63 Church, 
then, is understood as a spirit-filled community that breaks down social hierarchies.
64
  
A dominant and recurring theme of feminist theology is the conviction that the 
church is to represent a new model of social relations, one no longer bound by social 
hierarchies of ethnicity, class, or gender, but liberated to a new vision of community in 
which all, as an ekklesia of equals, have full citizenship with all the rights and duties that 
entails. Ruether describes that church, as a spirit-filled community, “suggests that all 
Christians are endowed with the spirit and should minister to one another. All have gifts 
that are needed to build up the whole body.”65 Schüssler Fiorenza points out that while 
Vatican II’s Constitution on the Church confirms the Galatians vision that “there is 
neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female,” such a vision has 
never been completely realized by the Christian church in all of its history.
66
 She explains 
that in part this is due to the fact that the [Catholic] context which bore the conciliar 
statement reflects the “discriminatory praxis of the church, insofar as it maintains 
equality for all Christians only with respect to salvation, hope, and charity but not with 
respect to church structures and ecclesial office.”67 Thus, the structure of church for 
which feminist theologians argued, one appropriate for the church as a community of 
liberation, was a direct challenge to the structures of church as they had existed for 
                                                        
63
 Ruether, Sexism and God Talk, 136. 
64
 Ruether, Women-Church, 22.  
65
 Ibid. 
66
 Schüssler Fiorenza, Discipleship of Equals, 69. 
67
 Ibid. 
  
159 
centuries. Their insistence that a liberated church was necessarily non-hierarchical and 
non-patriarchal undermined the authority of the structures of church leadership that 
depend on authorization from above, that function from within a system of hierarchy and 
domination. The new structure had to be one that affirmed the participation of all persons 
as equals and as no more and no less capable of reflecting the divinity of Christ than any 
other – as kin of mutual regard and status.  
Kwok Pui-lan explains that in the struggle for equal partnership in the church it is 
necessary to conduct an analysis of the way in which power and authority are exercised.
68
 
One common framework used by feminist theologians is the contrast between power-
over-others and power-with-others. As Kwok explains, in the first framework, “an 
individual or a group of persons assumes control and dominance because of ethnic 
identity class privilege, education, status or gender,” and continues, stating that “in a 
Christian context, this hierarchical pyramid is supported by the belief that God is at the 
top, followed by the male, then the female, and then other categories of creation.”69 In 
such a model of power, the exercise of power is non-reciprocal, often leading to “an 
imbalance or even abuse of dominant power.”70 Alternatively, the second model of power 
is one “based on the interconnection that exists between all who share in a community.”71 
Such a framework of power has three primary characteristics: 1) it is not rooted in “a 
                                                        
68
 Kwok Pui-lan, Introducing Asian Feminist Theology (Introductions in Feminist Theology) 
(Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001).   
69
 Kwok, 106. 
70
 Ibid. 
71
 Ibid. 
  
160 
hierarchical model where authority is exercised from the top down, but in an egalitarian 
one where authority is communal and shared”; 2) it “respects the difference and diversity 
of each member, giving voice and support to each one who is ‘the other,’ who feels left 
out, silenced and abused”; and 3) power-with “seeks justice for all who belong to the 
community,” which “implies accountability of those who use power to control,” it 
challenges “authoritarian modes of leadership and unjust structures that create a power 
imbalance,” and “it offers an opportunity to transform our image of God from one who is 
omnipotent and dominating to one who is the source of life-giving power.”72  
As with other feminist theologians in their respective contexts, Kwok Pui-lan 
noted that many churches, if not most, “operate according to a power-over model, with a 
top-down hierarchical structure” and lamented that there was still “a long way to go 
before the churches learn[e]d to exercise power-with so that all members can participate 
fully in the life of the church.”73  
One necessary step that feminist theologians thought the church needed to take in 
order to become the liberated community it was called to be – a partnership of equals – 
was to dismantle clericalism. Ruether asserted that the structure of clericalism was built 
upon patriarchalism in which “The basic symbol and mode of the cleric’s relationship to 
a layperson is that of an all-knowing father over a helpless child.”74 As such, the structure 
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of the ordained clergy is one in which a certain people are authorized to monopolize the 
teaching in the church, the administration of the sacraments, and the administration of 
governance. Instead of fostering an ekklesia of equals, such a system turns the rest of the 
[non-cleric] faith community into passive dependents who simply receive the services 
from the clergy and do not participate in shaping or defining it themselves.
75
 
Additionally, clericalism eliminates the liturgy as a work of the people and disempowers 
the majority of the church – non-ordained persons. As one of the few roles that are 
monetarily compensated, it is also elevated in status and power. The dismantling of the 
ordained clergy as it has historically functioned became a concern of foremost 
importance for early feminist theologians. Their conviction was that in order to construct 
a church liberated from patriarchy, communities of faith had to form new patterns and 
structures of leadership, organization, and power-sharing that went beyond its current 
“interlocking structures of lordship” that posed a fundamental structural problem.76  
Feminist theologians who advocated for the dismantling of clericalism further 
raised the point that an underlying problem with clericalism was its problematic image of 
God. Ruether reasoned that, “Religions that reinforce hierarchical stratification use the 
Divine as the apex of this system of privilege and control.”77 Key to the logics of 
patriarchy, and of clericalism, was a hierarchical ordering that begins and returns to the 
authority of “One” – a Divine “One” – that is then extended to a human “one.” Feminists 
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argued that this logic helped create the theological and symbolic substructures that serve 
as scaffolding for the patriarchal understandings of power and leadership embedded 
within church and theology. In contrast, the liberated ekklesia of equals that exercises 
power as power-with holds to a different image of God. Kwok contends that the image of 
God that corresponds with an understanding of power as power-with, is a God who 
“creates each of us different but equal, and works in mutuality with human being and 
creation.”78 Thus, clericalism is a distortion of the mutuality called for within a 
community of equals.  
Ruether argues that clericalism is “the separation of ministry from mutual 
empowerment in community and its distortion into hierarchically ordered castes of clergy 
over laity,” and as such, utterly incompatible with “a liberative understanding of church 
and ministry.”79 In such a structure, the clergy “monopolize sacramental action, education 
and teaching, administration and leadership in mission” and set-up laity to be “passive 
dependents who are to receive these services from the clergy and carry out their orders, 
but not participate in shaping, defining and embodying these activities themselves.”80  
Instead of clericalism, Rosemary Radford Ruether envisioned a church engaged in 
the “revolutionary act of reappropriating to the people what has been falsely 
expropriated,” as the work of Women-Church.81 Ruether’s model was not the only 
feminist vision of church. Schüssler Fiorenza envisioned a radically democratic church, a 
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discipleship or ekklesia of equals, where all assemble as equal citizens and participate in 
democratic decision-making; Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz proposed a Kindom of Priests in 
which all share roles as kin; and Letty M. Russell introduced a Church in the Round, a 
Household of Freedom, where all gather around Christ’s table. For all of them, if, as 
Ruether asserted, “the church in its essential nature is a community of liberation from 
patriarchy” –  a component of feminist ecclesiology on which all feminist Christians 
agree – “then it should most particularly witness to an alternative pattern of relationship 
between its members based on a discipleship of equals and mutual empowerment.”82 
Mary Hunt argues that even if the Catholic Church were to choose to ordain women, 
women must do better, must desire more than simply to be ordained into the kyriarchal 
system.
83
 From her perspective, cooptation into the ordained clerical structure of church 
is “the most serious danger,” for it helps preserve the systems as they are. She explains 
that after decades of women being in ordained ministry (in churches not Roman 
Catholic), it has become evident to the women who once desired ordination “with the 
best intentions of changing [the kyriarchal system] from inside,” that such a plan was 
“woefully inadequate to transform an increasingly recalcitrant institution.”84 
Alternatively, while recognizing that some feminists may have a vision of ordained 
ministry as non-hierarchical, Hunt insists on a model far beyond the “kyriarchal trap of 
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[clergy] orders.” She charges feminists to put their collective weight to affirming and 
supporting all the various forms of feminist ministry, to “the many forms feminists 
(women and men) put [their] talents to use doing justice and building [their] 
communities,” instead of focusing on just the one.85  
From the late 1960s through the mid-1980s, early feminist theologians raised 
questions and critiques of the status quo within the church and worked to make the 
impossible happen – to dismantle patriarchal patterns and habits embedded within the 
church’s leadership structures, its language and symbol systems, and its rigid 
institutionalization, understood to be distortions to the new social order proclaimed by 
and embodied by Jesus in community with his friends and followers. Their theological 
work contributed to the deconstruction of church and sought to find what Ruether 
referred to as the “nooks and crannies” of patriarchy through which a new spirit of 
interpretation and revival could occur, which they thought possible because of women’s 
encounters with the divine.
86
 Feminist theologians affirmed that the church is supposed to 
be a living organism with liberative eschatological potential for the present day, but noted 
that its potential is often moribund and buried beneath centuries of patriarchal distortions. 
The possibility of the impossible, then, lay in communally reimaging and recreating those 
practices and structures of church that have failed to reflect the liberation and freedom 
from unjust structures and systems of domination that the good news is meant to bring 
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about. Such a task requires what Daly referred to as the “active adult-size participation”87 
of all persons and their collective encounters with the divine.  
Such work is not unlike the vision reflected by the Emerging Church. The 
Emerging Church represents communities that are raising questions and doubts about, 
and critiques of the forms church has taken. These communities also raise questions 
about the theologies that undergird the very conventional expressions and embodiments 
of church out of which many of them come. Within these communities there exists a 
disruption of what is and what has been, along with an active reimaging of it. They 
represent communities of people who deconstruct the church in an effort to bring to new 
life the good news they expect to encounter in the church but do not experience within 
the forms of church they have inherited. So, if indeed one of the tasks engaged in by the 
Emerging Church is the rethinking of its inherited theologies and practices in order to 
form the body of Christ more faithfully for its context, and do so in light of the 
experiences its participants bring with them, then the Emerging Church may prove to be 
what Ruether referred to as a porous institution, one with nooks and crannies through 
which the spirit might do its new thing.  
From a feminist theological point of view, however, in order for the church to 
emerge as a new creation it must be able to envision itself beyond patriarchy and not 
accept the limits of the historical Christian tradition. The wisdom of feminist theologians 
makes clear that in order to dismantle the patterns and structures that have long 
dominated in the church and to be able to envision itself anew, the symbolic systems and 
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language of the church must likewise be disrupted and reconsidered – a concern I will 
raise about the Emerging Church in the next section. At every level, then, the participants 
of the church must actively engage in efforts to dismantle the patriarchal habits and 
patterns embedded within it and collectively create new ones. Such a vision requires the 
“adult-size” participation of all persons within the church, without denoting some as 
more divinely authoritative than others. The ways in which the Emerging Church reflects 
such a vision in its own quest to be an organic, relational, and inclusive body of Christ, or 
not, and the contributions feminist theology makes to their vision, is what I turn to next.  
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CHAPTER FIVE  
FEMINIST CHALLENGES TO THE EMERGING CHURCH:  
A CALL TO RADICAL PARTICIPATION IN CHRIST 
The literature about the Emerging Church identifies it as an embodiment of 
church that is invested in “listening and laying [it]self open to be changed in relationship 
with the Other” and “tuned to detect what is emerging, what the Spirit is making known” 
in its present context.
1
  The lived ecclesiology that emerged from the findings of my 
research with twelve congregations filled in that picture further, drawing out the nuances 
of how each congregation forms, changes, and responds to its present context in its 
particular way and out of its efforts to be organic, relation, and inclusive. Calling upon 
feminist theology, I have outlined the patriarchal distortions of the church that feminists 
have raised as concerns and that keep the church from embodying a liberated community 
of equals. The community of equals feminists envision is one with flattened leadership 
structures and shared responsibility, that is radically participatory and inclusive, and is 
open to the challenges raised and contributions brought by those who have been 
systemically marginalized and erased in the history of the church: all of these are 
commitments that the Emerging Church claims.  
Early feminist theologians emphasized three primary areas of patriarchal 
distortions to the body of Christ, all of particular relevance to the Emerging Church: 
systemic erasure and exclusion of particular types of individuals, clericalism and 
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hierarchical power, and sexism and God-talk. In this final chapter I will address each of 
these distortions in relation to the Emerging Church, both those that are promising and 
those that remain a concern, and assess the ways in which the Emerging Church has in 
fact formed itself without an explicit critique of patriarchy, thereby keeping it from being 
the organic, relational, and inclusive church it seeks to be. I begin by addressing the 
concern of systemic erasure and marginalization, then clericalism and hierarchical power, 
and will end my assessment with sexism and God-talk as the primary area with which the 
Emerging Church needs to concern itself.  
 
Women and the Emerging Church 
The focus of early feminist theological work regarding the systemic exclusion of 
women from church leadership and the church’s official governing body is not a primary 
source of tension in most models of Emerging Church. Among the twelve congregations 
in my study, even those that come out of more conservative roots (for example, Journey 
Church and Vintage Faith), while they sometimes have visitors who have never seen a 
woman lead or preach in the church – and may not approve of it – make it clear that in 
their church the inclusion of women at every level of leadership is not an issue that is up 
for debate. Ashley, who is a participant at Journey Church and who came from churches 
that did not affirm women in leadership, commented how the rare occasions on which she 
came across women in leadership were occasions of “great joy and victory, and full of 
emotion and passion.” At Journey Church, with Danielle Shroyer as the pastor, her 
experience has been quite different. She explains:  
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We all [at Journey] appreciate and approve of women in leadership positions and 
there's not anyone from the biblical literalists or most liberal amongst us who has 
any trouble with a female pastor. It's kind of a prerequisite because you know 
immediately when you walk in the door…what you're up for, and if you don't like 
it, there are other churches – there are plenty of other churches you can go to. So 
that's extremely important and part of why I came here in the beginning. 
 
Similarly, Kristen, who is a staff leader at Vintage Faith, recalls the first time the church 
had a woman teach and the stir it caused among some of its participants: “I wasn't quite a 
speaker at that time, I was still learning and growing and, uh, people walked out. You 
know, we had some people walk out, and they were really upset.” Nonetheless, she 
recalls that Dan Kimball, whom she describes as “very, very introverted and quiet,” stood 
up and defended the woman’s leadership, stating, “we believe that this woman is gifted. 
We believe this woman has gifts, and we're not going to deny those, those gifts of her. 
And...you don't have to be here, but that's what [we believe].” Kristen concludes by 
noting that now at Vintage, no one even blinks an eye about having women in leadership; 
the same can be said of all the Emerging Church congregations I visited.  
 However, both persons within the Emerging Church and from outside of it still 
raise concerns regarding some forms of systemic erasure and marginalization within the 
Emerging Church. First, the vision of the Emerging Church as an organic, relational, and 
inclusive church is not at all unique but is one toward which feminist theologians have 
long been contributing. In terms of the literature on the Emerging Church, particularly the 
publications written by those who are part of the movement, almost none of it 
acknowledges or references, much less builds on, the contributions of feminist theology. 
In the previous section I have made clear that women, and specifically feminist 
theologians, have made substantial contributions to the ecclesial vision and embodiment 
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of church as a living organism, one that is responsive to its context and resists 
rigidification into any single form of institutionalization, as an egalitarian community of 
mutual trust and participation, and as an inclusive community that is open to change 
because of the input and participation of all of its members, especially those who have 
long been kept at the margins by the church. Yet this fact is very rarely acknowledged in 
the literature on the Emerging Church.  
In this sense, those who pen theological works on the Emerging Church continue 
the longstanding pattern of systemically erasing, of failing to acknowledge, women’s 
contributions. The Emerging Church effectually rejects as a foundational theological 
building block upon which others can build the pioneering work by feminist Christians 
toward a more faithful embodiment of church, which, it should be added, was brought 
forth at a great cost to them. One exception, however, does stand out. Stephanie Spellers 
is someone within the Emerging Church who consistently notes that the vision of 
Emerging Christianity follows in the tradition of feminist theology and of other liberation 
theologies. She is an exception to the pattern. Further, the fact that she is a black woman 
may help explain her implicit refusal to participate in the patriarchal habit of erasing the 
voices and contributions of marginalized persons within the Christian tradition.  
 Another area of concern regards the experience of some of the women within the 
Emerging Church movement itself. While within their individual congregations women 
overwhelmingly report positive, and at times healing and transformative, experiences, as 
my interview data reflects, within larger movement-wide events and gatherings there 
have been persistent reports from women about the exclusion and marginalization they 
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experience there. Recurring charges are that the panels at Emerging Church conferences 
are largely made up of men, that Emergent events resemble frat parties, and that when 
women do speak at these events, men do not listen to them or take them seriously. Julie 
Clawson, a long time participant, once an avid blogger of the Emerging Church, and the 
founder of “Emerging Women” – an informal gathering of women who maintained a 
blog by the same name – has been outspoken about the embedded sexism that is evident 
at Emerging events.
2
 The comments that her blogs received from other Emergent women 
confirm these experiences as being more than a few isolated incidents.
3
  
On August 10, 2007, Clawson wrote an incisive blog titled, “To the Men of the 
Emerging Church,” in response to two blog posts written by Emergent men that debated 
the issue of equality between women and men as either being unbiblical or effectually 
collapsing the differences that actually exist between humans. In a follow-up post she 
wrote two days later entitled “Women in the Emerging Church,” Clawson acquiesced that 
her previous blog was a bit of a rant. Nonetheless, in her initial “rant” post and the one 
that followed it, she expressed two main concerns, 1) that in general women are not 
equally respected by the men at Emergent events, and 2) that she repeatedly receives 
complaints from other women within the larger Emerging Church movement that the 
Emerging Church does not actually support women in ministry. In her first “rant” post 
she stated:  
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I know a number of women who have given up on the emerging church as a joke 
because of the way women continue to be treated…So what I would like to see is 
one, just one, male leader in the Emerging Church come out in complete support 
of women. No debating our worth. No stereotyping us into assumed roles. But 
complete and open support with a commitment to action to do whatever you can 
to help the women's voices be heard. That isn't too much to ask is it?
4
 
 
Many people responded to her post, both women who agreed with and supportive men 
who affirmed her sentiment and in their comments addressed other Emergent men and 
gave them suggestions for appropriate supportive responses to their Emergent female 
counterparts.  
In Clawson’s follow-up post, she acknowledged that she had made use of 
hyperbole in her initial “rant” post and confirmed that there were indeed men in the 
Emerging Church who support women just as there are those who do not. Nonetheless, 
she explained that because of having organized the Emerging Women website, she 
receives a lot of emails, questions, and confused inquiries about what is going on with 
women in the Emerging Church, as well as “complaints, lots of complaints” regarding the 
lack of welcome and inclusion of women in the Emerging Church. She reports:  
From other mainliners who have already been through the fight to gain respect as 
women in the church and who have pushed for inclusivity in the church, I hear a 
good deal of shock at how patriarchal the [Emerging Church] is. They only see 
male figureheads, male authors, male bloggers, male speakers, and worse yet only 
hear male language used in reference to believers and to God. To them that is 
really offensive and implies that women are not wanted or valued. They have 
been through the struggle before and as much good that they see in the [Emerging 
Church], they aren't sure if [it’s] worth it to join in with a group that is so far 
behind in regards (sic) to women.
5
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According to Clawson, and the many who commented in agreement with her, people’s 
perceptions of the Emerging Church is that it is just another “boys’ club” that revolves 
around “the male bonding experience.”6 This perception was confirmed by one of the 
female ministers I interviewed during my research. She commented that the Emerging 
Church was “just more patriarchy,” which she saw evidenced by the fact that Emergent 
women were compelled to start their own forum. Indeed, the first blog post on the 
Emerging Women’s original website7 answers the question of why it was founded: 
“Why? Because we need each other, because our voice is not always heard, because we 
have voices that need to be heard.”8 Becoming visibly upset, she stated, “I mean, that 
makes me so sick that I don’t even want to look at it sometimes.”  
Women’s frustrations about the experiences they have with the Emerging Church 
have formed an undercurrent throughout its life, particularly in regard to the regional and 
national gatherings in which panels and plenary sessions predominantly feature male 
speakers. The predominance of males on the stages of Emerging Church-related 
gatherings creates a public witness that the Emerging Church at large devalues women’s 
participation and contributions. As Clawson stated in one of her posts:  
So why isn't the message of welcome and inclusion being heard (if it does exist)? 
The most common answer still is because most of the authors and speakers are 
male – they are the voice that gets heard no matter who else is out there. Even at 
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the recent Midwest Emergent Gathering where we attempted to be very deliberate 
about giving women a voice, the upfront presence was still predominantly male. 
And we got flack for it, big time. It's not that there is anything wrong with the 
male leaders, they are great guys who have taught us wonderful things and have 
helped us along on our faith journey. I personally greatly appreciate the work they 
have done and the contributions they have made. But as popular as they [are]…we 
women don't have a place. We don't fit in with the boys' clubs and the male 
bonding experiences (which is what even many public events seem to be).
9
  
 
And while the tide has shifted in regard to women and the Emerging Church and such 
sentiments are not as dominant as they were even just three years ago,
10
 and while 
women from the Emerging Church congregations I visited largely report positive 
experiences with the church, the public perception persists that the Emerging Church is 
represented by white males who are out of touch with the experiences of sexism, 
heterosexism, and misogyny of others.
11
  
At the 2014 annual meeting of the American Academy of Religion, the Critical 
Research in Religion group held a session titled, “Is the Emergent/ing Church 
Important?” There were four papers presented at the panel from various perspectives 
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addressing the significance, potential, and relevance of the Emerging Church. Among 
them was a paper, titled, “Is the Emerging Church Important from a Feminist Practical 
Theological Perspective?”12 Homebrew Christianity, a community of podcasts, bloggers, 
and regular listeners “invested in expanding and deepening the conversation around faith 
and theology” and hosted by Tripp Fuller and Bo Sanders,13 recorded a podcast on the 
same day as the panel in which they made some brief comments about the panel’s 
content. The podcast was a conversation between Tripp Fuller and Tony Jones, both 
active participants within the Emerging Church, during which Fuller and Jones offered 
their reaction to the panel’s topic. Their exchange regarding the paper on feminism and 
the Emerging Church is an example of how public perception that the Emerging Church 
disregards the reality of hetero/sexism and misogyny is shaped. Stating that the panel was 
really intriguing, Jones briefly introduced the topic of each of the papers, and as he 
introduced the paper written from a feminist perspective, this was the exchange:  
Jones: There was another one about, a paper on – is the Emerging church a place 
where feminism can thrive, that’s actually open to overthrowing patriarchal 
systems and patterns in the conventional church.  
 
Fuller: Was the subtitle, ‘Tony Jones saves women’? 
 
Jones: It wasn’t.  
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Fuller: Oh my bad –  
 
Jones: – Actually, it wasn’t.  
Fuller: – I was too busy reading the internet.14 
 
Such a moment, one in which the only paper dealing with the topic of women and 
patriarchalism in the Emerging Church is made light of with a joke about whether the 
subtitle had to do with Tony Jones “saving” women and how Tripp Fuller was too busy 
reading the internet to have listened, is part of what creates the public perception that the 
Emerging Church is not a different kind of church but more of the same – “just more 
patriarchy” or just another “boys' club.”  
Early in her book, Nelle Morton stated, “Most male theologians are not expected 
to hear women. They have bought too deeply into the patriarchal system to be attracted 
by what feminists are saying.”15 The exchange between Jones and Fuller helps illuminate 
this point. The AAR panel titled, "Is the Emergent/ing Church Important?" by its very 
existence answered its own question in some sense: the Emerging Church is indeed 
important and worthy of attention and academic investigation. It is important if for no 
other reason than that it has provided a welcoming and healing community for many. 
Many have found a church home in the Emerging Church when previously their 
experiences of church had been marked by pain and hurt. It is important because the 
vision for an organic, relational, and inclusive church has been a recurring vision of the 
church that can be traced back to the ministry of Jesus and the Jesus community. 
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Emerging Church congregations continue to be drawn by that vision and are seeking 
creative ways to live into it in their particular context. Further, while at times a handful of 
men stands in for the many to represent the Emerging Church in a public manner, the 
Emerging Church is not reducible to any few individuals.  
Nonetheless, as Schüssler Fiorenza explains, the oppression and sin that women 
have experienced in Christian institutions and traditions must not be overlooked if there 
is to be “hope for the repentance and radical change of the Christian churches”; in as 
much as Christian institutions and Christian theology operate out of “a sexist framework 
and language,” Christian feminists must “attempt to reconceptualize and to transform 
Christian theology from a feminist perspective.”16 Those within the Emerging Church 
must likewise call out the patriarchal sin of systemic erasure and exclusion of particular 
types of people that is embedded within it as it continues to live into its vision of an 
embodiment of church that reaches beyond a patriarchal imagination toward a radically 
organic, relational, and inclusive embodiment of church.  
 
Denominations, Ordained Ministry, and the Emerging Church 
In a more recent blog post in which Clawson engages the question of whether she 
has given up on church or has simply “grown up,” she shares that she and her friend 
“both expressed how tired [they] were with churches that continue to give lip service to 
being welcoming and inclusive of the gifts of all, but which in reality never seem to 
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actually do anything.”17 She laments: “So we’ve served as advocates, trying to bring 
attention to the voices of women, encouraging leaders to open their eyes to their latent 
sexism, and hoping we can be a source of change from within the realms we participate 
in. And yet [we] have seen little change.”18 As a result, she states that she is at the point 
of being ready to let go of her relationship with the church, to “grow up,” and pursue 
“that which allows life to thrive.”19 Her laments echo those written by early feminist 
Christians of five decades ago. The Emerging Church, Clawson’s ecclesial home for 
many years, is plagued by many of the same issues that have concerned women for 
decades, and the concerns are not individual or isolated but reflect a structural problem. 
Clawson closes her post by stating:  
I’m just too tired to waste my energy defending structures that do harm in this 
world, that teach the inferiority of some, that silence the voices of others, that 
preach selfishness instead of compassion, that don’t bother to welcome and 
include all, or that care more for trappings of a building, or altar, or style of 
worship than they do about living as the family that calls itself the body of Christ. 
I’m fine with participating in the beautiful and cherishing the depth of tradition, 
but never when it has such high costs.
20
 
 
Clawson’s experience could be discounted as an individual case if it were not that it is so 
familiar and echoes the voices and experiences of the many women that have preceded 
her. If the church as the body of Christ is to be responsive to and formed by all of its 
participants, its structures must reflect such a commitment. Feminist ecclesiology poses a 
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challenge to models of Emerging Church congregations that either preserve a hierarchical 
configuration to its leadership structure or have their non-hierarchical structure of church 
threatened by being incorporated into a denomination with a hierarchical polity that both 
structurally and symbolically sets up some persons as greater or lesser than others, with 
more authority to speak as the body of Christ.  
The organizational and leadership structures of a church that is “emerging,” that 
seeks to reflect a new way of being and relating in the world, must not mimic the “father-
ruled” structures of the world that exercise power from the top-down if it wants to give 
witness to a new way of being church. Such "father-ruled" structures imbue the few 
persons who are “higher up” with power that is exercised at the cost of the participation 
of the rest of the body. This power is expressed not only in economic terms, but is also 
theological and sacramental, and is often exercised unilaterally.  For example, when at 
the Church of the Beloved the financial situation became tight, the decision to cut the 
pastor’s position from full-time to part-time, and thus his pay, was made without 
discussion with him or the rest of the body.
21
 Other concerns were taken to the whole 
community, such as whether to have one service or two, but regarding this matter – one 
with significant implications not only for the pastor but the life of the whole community – 
the wisdom of the community was not consulted.  
At another congregation, which had recently voted to affiliate itself with a 
mainline denomination, the co-ministers expressed their ambivalence at how this would 
affect their practice of communion. Whereas up to that point the congregation practiced 
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openness in terms of who could lead communion, be they ordained or not, once the 
congregation was mainline affiliated, the denomination designated that only an ordained 
person could preside over communion. What had been a communal practice of the whole 
body, in leadership and participation, would potentially now be threatened. Rosemary 
Radford Ruether makes two relevant points regarding this shift. The first is that:  
The Eucharist, above all, is the sacrament most rigidly guarded as a clerical power 
tool and defined as an act that no lay person can perform. Excommunication, or 
denial of the Eucharist, is the prime tool by which one punishes those who resist 
clerical control. Ordination is the hierarchially [sic] transmitted power to 
"confect" the Eucharist. Thus the simple act of blessing and distributing food and 
drink as a symbol of giving and nurturing life is turned into a power tool to 
control access to God and redeeming relation to God.
22
 
 
The congregation’s practice of having various persons lead communion, to hold the 
practice of the sacrament with openness and not with rigid control, would be undermined 
if the newly established relationship with the denomination required that an ordained 
person be the only one to bless and distribute communion.  
The second of Ruether’s points, particularly applicable to this congregation, is an 
observation that flows directly from her comment regarding the Eucharist: “Thus we see 
a common pattern in church renewal movements by which initially laicizing and 
egalitarian movements are reclericalized as the movement becomes institutionalized.”23 
Feminist Christians contend that a hierarchical division of labor within the church always 
thwarts the possibility of mutuality and the participation of all in the radical incarnation 
of a new creation.  
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Debbie Blue and Russell Rathbun, along with their third co-founder, Mark 
Stenberg, intentionally sought to found House of Mercy with an egalitarian leadership 
structure. Their conviction was that the church cannot emerge into something new or 
different if it starts with the same structures that have always been. The structure they 
sought to dismantle was one of hierarchy, maleness, one set up by a solo founder. 
Attentive to the dominance of these characteristics embedded in typical church polity, 
they instead began as a mixed-gender team so as not to set up a structure that would have 
to be resisted from the start.  
Broadly speaking, Emerging Church congregations encompass a range of 
structures, both in terms of leadership and in terms of the division of labor. At some 
Emerging Church congregations, participants expressed the common concern that a small 
number of people do the majority of the work involved in carrying out the liturgical 
gatherings, which burdens the few, leading to stress and burn-out, while additionally 
creating a division within the church between those who are passive and those who are 
active participants. Other congregations, however, have very intentionally developed 
structures that facilitate the sharing and distribution of labor. Journey Church developed a 
model in which participants can self-nominate or be nominated for various roles and 
leadership structures, always with a term limit so as to allow others to use and share their 
gifts and talents too.  
Keeping feminist ecclesiological contributions in mind, particularly its analysis of 
how sexism and misogyny are often entrenched in hierarchical church structures and 
Kwok Pui-lan’s analysis of the different frameworks of power, what is significant is that 
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Emerging Church congregations be willing to acknowledge explicitly the reality that 
power is always at play, exchanged and negotiated among all parties present, regardless 
of whether they are structured hierarchically or not. Nadia Bolz-Weber is clear that there 
is a certain power that is ascribed to her role as pastor; she is the theologian-in-residence 
who maintains the theological center for the rest of the congregation and is responsible 
for what people hear proclaimed from the pulpit. Her explicit acknowledgement of this 
fact provides an element of transparency that may serve to promote the church’s critical 
self-reflection regarding its exercise of power. What avenues the church puts in place in 
order to share its collective wisdom and facilitate the participation of the whole body in 
its incarnation so that it does not fall into the well-worn patterns of church power as 
imposed from the top-down will be critical for a congregation that preserves a 
hierarchical church polity.  
Christopher Rodkey suggests that ordination itself is insubordinate, that 
“ordination implies having a prophetic role.”24 Rodkey argues that as a ritual act that 
“recognizes and calls certain individuals to a life of Christian service with a specific 
ministry to the church,” those who are ordained are “not necessarily called to preach from 
the pulpit…but rather [they] speak to the pulpit, and against the pulpit when 
necessary.”25 Such an understanding of ordination, as an extension or continuation of 
one’s baptism – of one’s initiation into a divine way of living and relating that does not 
mimic the oppressive social orders already at play in the world – or ordination extended 
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to the whole body, may serve as a corrective to the clericalism that results most often 
from the structure of ordination, which feminist Christians have recognized as 
problematic. Understanding ordination as insubordination would be an affirmation of the 
Christian claim that “God liberates us from those things that hold us in 
bondage…especially when the ministry of the church seeks to promote its own hierarchy 
and structure.”26 That model of ordination may facilitate the forming of the church as an 
ekklesia of equals, always calling it to resist a static incarnation that undermines the body 
of Christ as reflective of a new creation, but instead facilitates the radical participation in 
Christ of all who would gather around the table.  From a feminist perspective, one of 
patriarchy’s greatest distortions in the body of Christ is its failure to value and facilitate 
the participation of all persons in the ekklesia, not simply as an abstract ideal of church, 
but as a concrete and practical requirement of being a new creation. 
 
Symbolic Systems and God-talk:  
Moving the Emerging Church toward Radical Participation in Christ 
Feminist theologians resolutely maintain that the radical participation of all in the 
body of Christ is actively counteracted by the recalcitrant practice of male-centric 
language and symbols in the church. The assertion that male-centric or male-exclusive 
language for God in the church is a fundamentally problematic consequence of the 
church’s embedded patriarchalism was not something that either the Emerging Church 
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literature or the participants I interviewed in my study of the twelve congregations 
addressed or significantly acknowledged. The organic, relational, and inclusive character 
of the church sought by Emerging Church participants has not been thought through in 
light of the patriarchal habit of sexist God-talk. Nelle Morton contends:  
Sexist words can be seen as but the tip of an enormous iceberg. Sexist wording 
over a long period in our history has evoked such sexist imagery that in spite of 
recent publications on inclusiveness these images have established themselves 
with a life of their own deep in our culture and in our psyches.
27
 
 
So even while there are those who might argue that male language for God is used only 
with full recognition that God is neither male nor female, the experience and scholarship 
of feminists theologians makes clear that language and symbols function and their power 
can only be denied at a great cost to those whom the symbol systems fail to reflect.  
To this area of the Emerging Church’s continued emergence feminist theology – 
specifically the early theology of Mary Daly, who had radical hope for the transformation 
church – can make one of its most significant contributions. Despite the fact that Daly 
eventually came to lose hope in the possibility of the church’s willingness to repent and 
turn toward a more liberated vision (she was only one of many women to lose that hope), 
in her early work, while she still identified as a feminist Christian, Daly maintained that 
the seeds of “the liberating, humanizing Church of the future, [were] already present, 
however submerged and neutralized they may be.”28  Daly’s call was for the radical 
transformation of the church, for the church to dig deep in order to uproot its patriarchal 
distortions. As entrenched as the systemic valuing of men over women was in the 
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language, symbols, and structures of the church, reinforced by its hierarchical structures 
of power that centralized control and decision-making to a male few, in her early 
writings, Daly nonetheless asserted that these characteristics were “harmful distortions of 
doctrine and practice” 29 and concluded that the “low status of women was fixed by law 
and custom” and was not in itself inherent to Christianity.30 
Nelle Morton, reflecting back on her feminist journey in Christianity, reports that 
she increasingly moved from “theology per se” to “dealing with the images projected by 
patriarchal religion.”31 Morton became convinced that dealing with “the male image 
posited over the centuries in the word God” had to be her first order of business.32 She 
felt strongly that theology beyond the constructs of patriarchy would not be possible until 
“that block was removed,” otherwise, anything that could be said about God and/or Jesus 
would be heard through the fixed lens of God and Jesus as ontologically male, as male 
idols.
33
 It is in the area of the church’s symbol systems that Mary Daly made one of her 
most significant contributions to theology. Invested in disclosing the unquestioned ways 
that a sexist status quo was preserved within the church, Daly did not focus her analysis 
primarily on questions about women’s leadership in the church, per se, but tasked herself 
with disclosing that which made it possible for the church to systemically marginalize 
some and elevate others in the first place. What she was interested in disclosing were the 
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symbolic structures and the unquestioned assumptions that facilitated a hierarchy of 
valuing humans differently. What was the language and symbols that were functioning in 
such a destructive way?  
For Mary Daly, the problematic substructures were ontological, having to do with 
existence itself, with being and nonbeing, and with how “God” is named and reified. She 
set herself the task of de-reifying “God,” specifically “God the Father,” which authorizes 
and fixes oppressive systems of domination that have the effect of alienating women [and 
likewise men
34
] from their full human potential and becoming, and from their emerging 
creativity. To contraindicate this patriarchal fixation, she understood God as intransitive 
“Verb,” or as she often said, God as the reality of movement itself.35 Of concern to her 
was not the use of the term “Verb,” but that the “potential for movement” is present in 
one’s reflections and understandings of “God,” of what she calls ultimate/intimate 
reality.
36
  
The issue, therefore, is not one of naming God “Father” as opposed to “Mother” 
or using the word Goddess as opposed to God; any of these are problematic if they result 
in the same problem of reducing ultimate/intimate reality to a static symbol, an idol to be 
worshipped. What was at stake for her is twofold: On one hand it is about dynamism in 
one’s understanding of ultimate/intimate reality as Verb. And on the other hand it is 
about the participation of all persons in the naming and the movement of 
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ultimate/intimate reality. Without the dynamism of God, and in turn one’s active 
participation in that dynamism, God becomes a static symbol that serves the creation of 
objectified structures of alienation. The reality that is authorized and sustained by 
“godfather” is one of fixed thinking and fixed time/space that lends itself to preserving 
the status quo and to structures of power based on domination or top-down authority.
37
 
Such a reality – or nonreality as Daly would name since it is not based in participation in 
God – is one that both women and men must leap beyond if they are to make the 
qualitative move into full participation in the divine.
38
 
Daly further contended that the experience of facing the reality of one’s systemic 
exclusion from participation in the processes of naming and creating reality is ultimately 
an existential one, be that exclusion theological or otherwise, within church or society 
more broadly. It is an experience of having to face one’s nonexistence. It requires one to 
be willing to face nothingness and nonbeing in the realization that one has not been 
extended mutual regard in church or in society. Such an act not only requires courage but 
is best done in community, a community willing to face such a truth and repent of its part 
in the systemic oppression and marginalization of women and the majority of the human 
population. 
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This experience of “seeing” and facing one’s non-human status within 
patriarchalism requires one to stand courageously with others before a deconstructed 
tradition in which there will be no deus ex machina that will step in and fill in the gaps, 
but instead before a deconstructed tradition that opens a space for the creation of a 
community of mutuality with others who likewise find themselves on the boundary and 
in confrontation with nothingness. Entailed in the absence of a deus ex machina is a call 
to full participation – to creative, courageous re-imagination and formation that moves 
beyond patriarchal fixations to radical communal inspiration.
39
 It is an activity of 
mutuality – “an interpretation of insights coming from discovery of participation together 
in being.”40 The primary area of church life in which women and other persons who are 
systemically marginalized confront their non-existence and second-class status, and are 
excluded from active participation, is in the language, God-talk, and symbol system used 
in the theology and liturgy of the Emerging Church. While some congregations made 
reference to being intentional in their use of inclusive and expansive language,
41
 for more 
than half of the congregations this was not an area of expressed awareness or concern.  
The Emerging Church is in part formed in response to the negative, hurtful, and at 
times even abusive experiences its participants have had with church. In response it 
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largely maintains an ethos of openness and experimentation and has intentionally sought 
to be organic, relation, and inclusive in the ways it forms itself as church. Yet, almost 
none of the congregations mentioned making any explicit effort to rethinking their 
language and metaphors for God and for church to reflect their “emerging” vision and to 
intentionally counter the ways in which these symbols and God-talk systemically elevate 
some and erase others. The symbolic substructure that Emerging Church participants 
bring with them to their congregations and which they have inherited from their 
denomination or previous church traditions are largely left intact. Vintage Faith serves as 
a helpful example here.  
Vintage Faith is a congregation that very early in its formation took a stand to 
affirm women’s leadership in the church even in the face of pressure from those who 
disagreed. On the first occasion when the church invited a female preacher to speak and 
some from within the congregation began to raise audible complaints and walk out in 
protest, the pastor stood up and spoke in defense of the woman’s authority to teach and 
publicly affirmed her gifts. Nonetheless, in this same church, the pastor, who happens to 
also teach a class at a nearby seminary, told me a story of how it was just three years ago 
that he even considered the possibility that male-exclusive language for God would be 
considered problematic by some people. He reported:  
I was teaching a class, and I didn’t realize, I had not experienced this before…I 
was referring to God as He or Father…you know, how Jesus referred to God – 
and then a young woman in the class said, she raised her hand [and said], “I’m 
getting very upset right now,” and I’m like, “What?” And she’s like, “You keep 
referring to God in the masculine, and I’m just like “Oh, well–” Then, she’s like, 
“You should say ‘the divine’ or –” I forget the terms, and I’m like, “Oh my gosh, 
I haven’t even thought of that.” Like, I’m not seeing it as an issue, I’m just using 
the language that Jesus used himself, and I understand that God is not male or 
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female, but I’m like, do I change? I don’t know…that was the first person, this 
was about three years ago, that I’ve ever heard [someone] state something that 
strong[ly] about that. I guess I haven’t thought about it like that, but … 
 
For this male minister, the possibility of using more expansive language for God was a 
new consideration, which he admitted he still did not fully understand. Even while he 
affirmed that “God is not male or female,” the idea of changing the language for God so 
as to reflect that fact was not at all an obvious consideration. The connection between the 
language and symbol systems of the church and people’s inference of who has authority 
to stand before the congregation to teach and preach was lost on him.
42
 That language and 
symbols function in ways that elevate some over others, or that authorize some persons as 
more divinely gifted than others, has yet to be taken into account, not only at this 
congregation but at other of the Emerging Churches as well.  
As the Emerging Church continues to live into its vision of forming a church 
characterized by its living nature, its mutuality and participation, and its openness to the 
input and experiences of all its participants – and if it is to counter the systemic exclusion 
and marginalization of some persons in the symbolic structures of the church – the input 
and wisdom of the whole community needs to be brought to bear on the language, 
images, and metaphors of its liturgy, music, prayers, and God-talk. Whose worth and 
value is being affirmed in these? Which persons – of what gender, color, culture, age, 
sex, ability, etc. – are considered worthy of reflecting the divine, of reflecting the divinity 
of Christ? Which persons get to see themselves reflected in the images for God used in 
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the various language and symbol systems of the church and participate in the naming and 
creation of theology? These are the kinds of questions raised by the work of feminist 
theology as it disclosed the sexism and patriarchalism embedded in the theology and 
God-talk of the church and which the Emerging Church is pressed to answer as it 
continues to live into its own vision. What is at stake for the Emerging Church is its 
faithfulness to the very vision it claims for itself and its ability to embody and give public 
witness to that vision so that the world may in them see a people transformed by its 
encounter with the good news.   
Daly's vision for a community of mutuality that together participates in the 
dynamism and movement of the divine, parallel’s Larson and Osborne’s early text on the 
Emerging Church and their expectation of what the church is to be: a free and vibrant 
people who are transformed because in them “dwells the resurrected Christ”43 – incarnate 
God alive in a community of people, as opposed to a static understanding of God; an 
organism more than it is an institution, and as such always finding itself changing and 
emerging into new forms; a community led by a “lay apostolate” that has no room for 
second-class church citizenship.
44
 Likewise, Daly directs our attention to the whole 
community as the body of Christ and not only the person of Jesus. As she states, “The 
point is not to deny that a revelatory event took place in the encounter with the person 
Jesus. Rather, it is to affirm that the creative presence of the Verb can be revealed at 
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every historical moment, in every person and culture.”45 The point is that Christ’s 
incarnation is one that continues within, among, and between all persons in the church. 
As such, church can be understood to be the reemergence of what was revealed in the 
incarnation of God in Christ, which was always revealed through community.  
During one of my interviews at Ikon NYC with Peter Rollins and Kester Brewin, 
Brewin offered a rereading of the story of the prodigal son. He interpreted the story as a 
tragedy, a story of the failure to be transformed:  
The son goes off, has a wild time, well, you know, he's young, why shouldn't he, 
you know? He kind of does a classic potlatch, spends some of his father's wealth, 
and then sees the need and the poverty in the surrounding area. And, and he just 
kinda – it's just too much, so he goes back, which is his right, you know, but says 
‘I'm not going back as a privileged son. I'll go back as an honest laborer,’ you 
know, ‘and I'll pay my way.’ And then he goes back and of course the father 
welcomes him back and the ring goes back on. The cloak goes back on. He just 
feels super comfortable again and nothing changed. Nothing changed at all. The 
father subsumes him back into his empire and that was it.  
 
What he suggests would have been the correct response, the response that reflects true 
change and transformation, would have been for the son to have demanded that the father 
leave his compound, that the father leave the comfort of his kingdom, and go out to join 
him in witnessing the misery and suffering of the world and to allow himself to be 
changed by those encounters of pain and suffering, of injustice and disparity.  
I relate this story to the Emerging Church’s continued need to be transformed 
down at its roots. In the story, the father re/covers his son – both in terms of gaining back 
his son and in terms of cloaking him with his wealth – he wraps him in the comfort of the 
old, covering over the (potentially) transformative experiences the son has lived. There is 
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not the indication that the son’s struggles or stories of survival will have an impact on the 
father’s kingdom or way of life, or that the son will demand that the father take into 
account the misery of the world and join him in doing something about it. We cannot tell 
whether there will be any structural change – change that might address the causes behind 
those kinds of realities in the first place.  
Relating this back to the Emerging Church, then, how do the language and 
symbols of the church fail to reflect a willingness to change the substructures that 
function to create a hierarchy of valuing people differently based on sex, race, gender, 
etc.? How does its language cover over the implicit patriarchy embedded in the church? 
How might it instead creatively and communally, drawing from the wisdom and 
experiences of all within the body, experiment with its language, images, and metaphors 
for God, for the church, for the church’s relationship with God and Christ, as well as for 
people’s relationships with one another, in ways that reflect its commitments to being an 
organic, relational, and inclusive church? As Daly contends, it is not a matter of 
prescribing certain names or words, but of bringing in an explosion of language that 
rightly reflects the living, thriving participation in Be-ing and the manifold forms such a 
life takes. What matters is to manifest the dynamism of the church’s understanding of the 
divine and to be a body in which all persons get to be reflected and get to participate in 
the naming and movement of ultimate/intimate reality.  
To recognize the full humanity of all people and their equal participation in 
Christ, and to form structures that reflect that vision, undermines the authority of 
structures that depend on authorization from above, from within a system of hierarchy 
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and domination, and calls for their dismantling. The ekklesia of equals affirms that 
participation in the divine through Christ’s continuing incarnation is accessible to all. 
Such an ekklesia of equals supports that goal through a structure formed among equals – 
kin of mutual regard and status – often through the painstaking process of hearing one 
another into speech.
46
 Daly affirmed that the invitation to take part in this new humanity 
was open to all and was good news for all, even while it would mean a “loss of 
undeserved privilege and prestige” for some and a “setting forth on a long and perilous 
trip into uncharted territory” for most.47 Daly made the case that such journeying calls for 
the death of the symbol of God the father, the fixed symbol for the Divine that reifies 
patriarchalism and solidifies its logic in the human imagination, and that by its death, a 
space is opened for the birth of a community of mutuality that together embarks on the 
journey of becoming a new creation – that in turns calls for new corresponding symbols.  
It is not farfetched to say that hers is a call to make possible the impossible. This 
making of the impossible includes no blueprints or no deus ex machina to swoop in to the 
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rescue, but is a call to radical participation in Verb and radical co-journeying. Making the 
impossible happen is what feminist theologians are most invested in, particularly as it 
relates to the church being reimagined and reconstructed as an inclusive community of 
equals, alive with creative potential, a new creation that reflects a human/divine way of 
living and relating that is not based on sex-based hierarchies and fixed roles. The 
impossible is about the gospel itself, a narrative of birth, death, and resurrection 
experiences that emerge even in the midst of suffering and violence. It is about the good 
news that cannot be stifled because its source is Verb – it is grounded on participation in 
the divine as always and ever present and available – Ultimate/Intimate Reality – 
available to all persons. It is the human cry, “I am” in the face of a world that 
systemically denies that truth. Or in the words Daly spoke as she exited the church in 
which she experienced the systemic denial of her and her sisters’ existence, it is the good 
news of those who are systemically silenced and marginalized to “leave behind the 
centuries of silence and darkness” and to take their “own place in the sun” – together in 
community.
48
  
 
Conclusion 
 The charges raised by early feminist theologians and their call to the church that it 
repent of its patriarchal sin were unprecedented. On the heels of the women’s liberation 
movement of the 1960s and early 1970s, the work of feminist Christians represented a 
new call to the church for its need to change – to repent – of its institutionalized sexism 
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and patriarchy. In no small way their contributions were an effort and a call “to make the 
impossible happen.” Their collective work was a disruption to what the church had been 
and a deconstruction of the “power games and rigid inflexibility of institutional life” 
within it.
49
 It was also a clarion call toward a new future. Other calls would follow, and 
key among them all was the affirmation that the church had the resources it needed for its 
transformation – God in Christ and the living nature of Christ’s incarnation into which all 
were invited to participate as one body, as kin of mutual regard. 
The work feminists do in terms of speaking back to the tradition and revealing the 
problematic substructures that helped institutionalize and perpetuate sexist oppressions in 
the first place continues to be of great relevance to the work of the Emerging Church as it 
structures and organizes itself in a variety of creative ways. Further, for the Emerging 
Church to draw on the contributions of feminist theology would represent an explicit 
resistance to the continued male-centeredness of its public witness and would disrupt the 
deeply rooted sexism and patriarchalism that continues within the church. An explicit 
feminist critique of church by those within the Emerging Church would reflect their 
willingness not only to decenter male voices and to subvert the pervasive pattern of its 
public representation but also to expand the kinds of voices to which it gives prominence, 
both in its public witness and in its own continued theological reflection.  
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What is largely missing in the Emerging Church is an explicit critique of 
patriarchy, and of the practices that are patriarchally infused but go undetected, and an 
intentional effort to draw from the work and resources of feminist liberation theologies, 
not only in order to prevent the erasure of women’s voices and contributions, but in order 
actively to counter the patriarchal distortions that have become embedded in the body of 
Christ. It is not enough to seek the vision of an inclusive church without explicitly 
naming the concrete obstacles and privileging the voices of those who have been 
marginalized. To seek diversity and inclusion does not in itself enact the vision that is 
claimed. The enacting of a new way requires that the oppressions be explicitly named, 
that truth be spoken to power, and that those in power actually be decentered from their 
position of undeserved privilege.  
The Emerging Church is bent toward deconstruction and it has it within its ethos 
willingness to creatively experiment new ways to form itself as church. It does this out of 
concern for the ways in which many have experienced church as not being good news. It 
explicitly expresses a desire to be different, to reflect an organic living nature that is 
inclusive of those who have been marginalized and to take their experiences into account 
and have them be part of the life of a church that is built on relationality and mutuality. A 
variety of phrases and images are used to reflect the ecclesiology of the Emerging Church 
– the deconstructed church, re-mixing the church, church re-imagined, the church as flat, 
missional, sacramental, holistic, organic, open-sourced – but in many ways, these words 
and images do not actively deconstruct the infused patriarchalism that exists embedded 
deep in the imagination of what church is and has been for centuries. It does not actively 
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disrupt or deconstruct the patriarchal distortions feminist theologians disclosed and 
brought to the fore. The change must be deeper, must be structural, and must be explicitly 
embraced.  
It will not always be comfortable or sound agreeable, but the good news of Christ 
never was. It is not enough to use the occasional female name for God, it is not enough to 
move furniture around, and it is not enough simply to “allow” others to be at the 
communion table if the communion table is still being presided over by ‘one’ who is 
ultimately in authority – even if she is female and culturally different from the norm of 
what is expected. For such changes only compound the problem by presenting it as if a 
radical change has occurred when the structures of power actually remain the same. What 
is lost in the celebration of such perfunctory ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusion’ is the 
acknowledgement that there were fundamental problems in the first place that created the 
need for the inclusion. It also preserves the structure of only having some persons reflect 
the divine, or of only some persons having the authority to ‘welcome’ and ‘allow’ the 
inclusion, thereby keeping some on the outside and dependent on that invitation or 
inclusion. The fact that initiatives were needed to invite, welcome, and include those 
whom the structure marginalized is overshadowed by the preemptive celebration of 
initiatives that do not reach to the roots of the problem. The hierarchy of valuing humans 
differently in the first place remains. Likewise, the structures remain that set up a few to 
be in a position of authority over the many, to have access to resources and the power to 
distribute them, and alone to have the power of “extending” the welcome.  
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Optimistically, if those within the Emerging Church are willing to do the hard 
work of birthing new life despite the forces of resistance they may face, and if they are 
willing to maintain (or introduce) an explicitly feminist critique of its churches in order to 
disclose any latent patriarchal habits and patterns embedded within it, then the Emerging 
Church may well prove to be the organic, relational, and inclusive church it hopes to be. 
But to do so the Emerging Church must be willing to raise questions of itself regarding 
the symbolic structures and the unquestioned assumptions that are left intact. Without 
that it cannot bring to light and actively dismantle the underlying substructures that 
prevent the necessary material, relational, and structural changes needed to undo the 
embedded patriarchal patterns and habits of church and to thoughtfully, creatively, and 
communally create new radically organic, relational, and inclusive ones so that the living 
incarnation of Christ can be brought to fullness by the participation of all who are “drawn 
to the new thing.”50   
                                                        
50
 Here two quotations about revolution inspire me: 1) Gerhard Lohfink, Does God Need the 
Church? Toward a Theology of the People of God (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1999), 
302: “God, like all revolutionaries, desires the overturning, the radical alteration of the whole society – for 
in this the revolutionaries are right: what is at stake is the whole world, and the change must be radical, for 
the misery of the world cries to heaven and it begins deep within the human heart. But how can anyone 
change the world and society at its roots without taking away freedom?  It can only be that God begins in a 
small way, at one single place in the world. There must be a place, visible, tangible, where the salvation of 
the world can begin: that is, where the world becomes what it is supposed to be according to God’s plan. 
Beginning in that place, the new thing can spread abroad, but not through persuasion, not through 
indoctrination, not through violence. Everyone must have the opportunity to come and see. All must have 
the chance to behold and test this new thing. Then, if they want to, they can allow themselves to be drawn 
into the history of salvation that God is creating. Only in that way can their freedom be preserved. What 
drives them to the new thing cannot be force, not even moral pressure, but only the fascination of a world 
that is changed.” And 2) Andrea Dworkin, Woman Hating (New York: Plume, 1974), 15, quoting Rudi 
Dutschke: "The Revolution is not an event that takes two or three days, in which there is shooting and 
hanging. It is a long drawn out process in which new people are created, capable of renovating society so 
that the revolution does not replace one elite with another, but so that the revolution creates a new anti-
authoritarian structure with anti-authoritarian people who in their turn re-organize the society so that it 
becomes a non-alienated human society, free from war, hunger, and exploitation."  
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APPENDIX A 
Entry Letter and Additional Information 
 
 
[Name] 
[Address] 
[Address] 
 
[Date] 
 
Dear _________, 
My name is Xochitl Alvizo and I am a doctoral student at the Boston University School 
of Theology. The research I am doing for my doctoral dissertation has led to me to you. I 
am interested in learning more about emerging churches and their understanding of what 
it means to be church. I understand that the emerging church movement includes a 
variety of different church forms and are inspired by a number of different reasons; 
nonetheless your church represents one type that I would be delighted to include in the 
study for my dissertation.  
The emerging church movement is a significant contributor to the religious landscape of 
the United States and a growing movement in many parts of the Western world. The 
recent development that has piqued my interest is the growing literature on the 
ecclesiology that is emerging within the movement – the theology of what it means to be 
church. For this reason I would like to interview people who participate in emerging 
churches as a way of learning more about participants’ own understanding of the nature 
of church. I believe this research will be a valuable contribution not only to scholarship 
about the emerging church movement in the United States, but more importantly to the 
ongoing conversation among Christians about their understandings of church as organic, 
relational, and inclusive. I would consider it a privilege if you would be willing to partner 
with me in this study. 
To participate in this study will mean that your church will be a key contributor to the 
particular contribution that this study will make to scholarship about the emerging church 
and to the on-going conversation about the nature of the church. At the end of this study 
any works produced with the data collected from this study will be offered to all 
participating emerging churches; whether as data summary and analysis, as a dissertation, 
or as a future publication. The data for this study will be collected through interviews 
with the minister/s and lay participants. Individual interviews will be no more than 1 hour 
long and focus group interviews will be no more than 2 hours long. I aim to conduct these 
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interviews at a date, time, and place of your convenience, but do so during a weekend 
visit with your congregation. I am happy to travel and set time aside as necessary. The 
interviews and any publicly available information about your church (website, church 
promotional material, etc.) will be the limit of your church's contribution to the study.  
If you agree to participate, and before the interview take place, you will be given an 
“informed consent” form that details the purpose of the study, a description of your 
involvement, and the risks and benefits involved. There are very minimal risks involved 
in this study and you may choose to withdraw at any time. 
I would love to talk to you about this more and answer any question you may have. You 
may contact me over the phone or through email; my information is below. I have also 
enclosed the interview questions I plan on using for this study, as well as more specific 
information about participant confidentiality. Please do not hesitate to contact me.  
Thank you very much for your time and attention, and I look forward to hearing from you 
soon!  
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
Xochitl Alvizo 
Ph.D. Student, Practical Theology 
Boston University School of Theology  
745 Commonwealth Ave. Mailbox #81 
Boston, MA 02215 
323-359-**** 
xalvizo@****.com  
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Additional Information 
Confidentiality:  
 
A “code” key that ensures the confidentiality of the individual subject’s names will be 
created. Each subject (interviewee) will be assigned a code that disguises their name. The 
interview data will likewise be coded. Code key, raw data, and interview audio 
recordings will be stored in a password-protected computer in the principal investigator’s 
locked office. The names of subjects will not appear on the audio recordings or on the 
outside of the recordings. The link to codes and names will be destroyed after the study 
completion and after the acceptance for publication, if appropriate. 
 
Each interviewee will have the option of allowing their name to be used if direct quotes 
from their interview are used in the reporting of the findings, in the dissertation, and in 
any future related publications.  
 
Your name and identifying information will not be included in the written transcription of 
the interviews. However, in the case of the dissertation and any future publications, 
individual participants will have the option of allowing their name and/or some 
identifying information to be included if directly quoted in the dissertation or in the 
research findings, or may choose to remain confidential, in which case a pseudonym will 
be used. Leaders may be more comfortable being identified than other congregation 
participants, but will still have the option of choosing confidentiality when a direct quote 
from their interview is being used.  
 
The church’s name and identifying information will be included in the reporting of the 
research data and in the dissertation as well as any future publications.  
 
In the event you choose to withdraw from the study all information you provide 
(including your individual recording) will be destroyed. If you withdraw from a focus 
group, your insights will not be included in the findings. Any remarks that are identified 
to you will be omitted from the final research product. 
 
Interview Questions: 
1. Part One – Origins  
a. Tell me the story of how you came to this church. 
b. Tell me the story of how this church started.  
c. What are the most important things this church does? 
d. Do you have a favorite scripture verse, or favorite quote that you think best 
reflects this church?  
i. What other stories, histories, or people that influence or shape who 
you are as a church? 
e. What is your favorite church story?  
f. What difference do you think it makes that this church meets where it does 
(fill in gap)? 
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2. Part Two – Organization  
a. Tell me what you think is most important about church, in its ideal?  
b. How do you know when you have walked into a church, as opposed any other 
gathering of like-minded people?  
c. How or in what ways does the church connect to the wider community – the 
world? 
d. What does leadership look like in this church? 
i. Can you tell me a couple stories that demonstrate this? 
e. What are the different ways people can participate in this church? 
i. What are the ways that you participate in this church? 
 
3. Part Three – Commitments  
a. What keeps you coming to this church? Why not go to a more traditional 
church? 
b. Walk me through one of your services/gathering; what takes place? As a first-
timer, what do I need to know? 
c. What are the practices your church shares that make a difference to the kind of 
church you are?  
d. What are the “non-negotiables” of your church? Things that you wouldn’t 
want touched or changed.  
i. What are some areas that you would like to see changed or developed? 
ii. Are there areas of the larger emerging church movement that you 
would like to see changed or improved upon? 
1. How might you see that happening?  
e. Do you remember a time when you experienced disappointment with your 
church?  
 
4. Closing – Research Interests  
a. Personally, I am really interested in feminist dimensions of church; do you 
have any comments to offer regarding feminism and the emerging church?  
i. Do you see feminism playing a part in your church or in how the 
nature of church is understood by your congregation?  
b. More broadly speaking, do you have comments to offer regarding the 
emerging church’s relationship with and inclusion of women?  
c. Finally, tell me a story of when you were most proud of your church? 
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APPENDIX B 
Congregational Information 
Name 
City, State 
Tagline 
Leadership 
Denominational affiliation 
Meeting time/days 
Location 
 
 
Revolution Church, aka Revolution NYC 
Brooklyn, New York 
restoring hope since 1994; often introduced as “a community of grace and 
provocation”1 
Co-pastors Jay Bakker and Vince Anderson 
No denominational identity 
Meets weekly Sundays, 4:00pm  
Pete’s Candy Store, a bar and live music venue in the Williamsburg neighborhood2  
 
 
IkonNYC  
Brooklyn, New York 
Iconic | Apocalyptic | Heretical | Emerging | Failing 
A one-year transformance art liturgical church experiment  
Founded by Peter Rollins, led and run by a team
3
  
No denominational identity 
Met monthly on Sunday evenings from September 2012-October 2013 
                                                        
1
 Revolution Church changed their tagline “restoring hope since 1994” to “destroying religion 
since 1994” when it moved to Minnesota in 2013.  
2
 Revolution NYC with Jay Bakker and Vince Anderson as co-pastors, had its last gathering on 
Easter, March 31, 2013. Since then Revolution Church has relocated to Minneapolis, Minnesota with Jay 
Bakker as its pastor and Vince Anderson continues to pastor in Brooklyn with a new community named 
Barstool Tabernacle that meets in the same place and at the same time as Revolution NYC did.  
3
 “Transformance art provides us with a type of suspended space in which we may leave our 
cultural, political, and religious views at the door; let go of our frantic pursuits for wholeness; sensitize 
ourselves to one another; and learn to embrace existence… ikon NYC in New York run transformance art 
gatherings. Each of the events [transformance art gatherings] are given unique names, but are collectively 
known under the title “ikon.”” Peter Rollins, Pyrotheology Theory and Practice website, “Transformance 
Art,” accessed January 1, 2015, http://pyrotheology.com/practices/transformative-art-experience/theory/.  
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Most gatherings were held at Deity, an events venue and bar 
 
 
The Gathering  
Salem, Massachusetts 
Short on Rules. Long on Relationships. 
Pastor Phil Wyman 
Interdenominational; originally a Four-Square Gospel “missionary congregation” 
Meets weekly Sundays, 10:00am and 6:00pm 
“The Vault” – former bank space that serves as home for The Gathering4  
 
 
Journey Church  
Dallas, Texas 
A Holistic Missional Christian Community 
Pastor Danielle Grubb Shroyer
5
  
Independent congregation with no denominational affiliation; Baptist roots 
Meets weekly Sundays, 5:10pm 
Rented office suite space, shared with another church
6
 
 
 
Vintage Faith Church  
Santa Cruz, California 
A Worshipping Community of Missional Theologians 
Staff leads [their term] Dan Kimball, Josh Fox and Kristen Jensen 
No denominational identity  
Meets weekly on Sundays, 9:00am, 11:00am, and 7:00pm  
Church building, with a coffeehouse/ lounge to serve the larger Santa Cruz 
community
7
  
 
                                                        
4
 According to their brochure, “The Vault is a community center for music, art, learning, and 
spiritual development,” run by The Gathering, and describes this way: “For 200 years it was a bank – it’s 
still a safe place.” Due to a loss of grant funding, as of August 2013 The Vault is no longer home of The 
Gathering; it is now a nomadic church community meeting in various locations in Salem though still 
working to reestablish itself in downtown Salem.  
5
 Danielle Shroyer stepped down as the pastor of Journey Church in late summer of 2013 and 
Kayla Coffee-Prose came on as the new pastor in October 2014. Danielle Shroyer continues to be part of 
Journey Church. 
6
 Journey Church continues to share rented space with another church, but is at a new location in a 
warehouse type space it shares with a different congregation than before.  
7
 According to their website, Vintage Faith now includes four Sunday services at 9:00am, 
11:00am, 5:00pm, and 8:00pm.  
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Church of the Apostles (COTA)  
Seattle, Washington 
An intentional, sacramental community in the way of Jesus Christ 
Pastor Ivar Hillesland 
Identifies as both an Episcopal and Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (ELCA) 
church, originally a “missional congregation” of the denomination 
Meets weekly Sundays, 5:00pm for Holy Eucharist, its “main weekly worship 
gathering”  
The Fremont Abbey, a non-profit Arts Center founded by the church 
 
 
Church of the Beloved
8
  
Edmonds, Washington 
You should come, it’s not that bad 
Pastor, “Beloved Architect,” Ryan Marsh 
Originally a “mission development” of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 
(ELCA) and in process of becoming an official congregation of the denomination 
Meets weekly Sundays, 4:36pm  
Rosewood Manor, residence of their intentional Christian community 
 
 
House for All Sinners and Saints (HFASS)  
Denver, Colorado 
A sacramental, eclectic, ancient, quirky church 
Pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber 
Originally a “mission development” of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 
(ELCA) and now an official congregation with the denomination 
Meets weekly Sundays, 5:00pm 
Rents the parish hall of St. Thomas Episcopal Church  
 
 
House of Mercy  
St. Paul, Minnesota 
You should come—it’s not that bad 
Co-Pastors Debbie Blue and Russell Rathbun 
Affiliated with the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (ELCA) as of June 2013 
identify with the free church tradition, with American Baptist Church roots  
Meets Sundays, 5:00pm  
                                                        
8
 Church of the Beloved was not one of the original fifteen Emerging Church congregations I 
contacted, but was directed to them by Church of the Apostle in Seattle, Washington, from which Church 
of the Beloved was birthed. The two churches consider one another sister congregations.  
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Rents sanctuary of Hamline United Methodist Church  
 
 
Mosaic  
Hollywood, California 
A Community of Faith, Love and Hope 
Erwin McManus, “principal visionary and primary communicator”  
Non-denominational, originally of Southern Baptist roots 
Meets weekly Sundays, 10:00am, 11:30am, 6:00pm and 8:00pm, and midweek 
Wednesdays, 8:00pm
9
  
Meets in a church building
10
  
 
 
Solomon’s Porch  
Minneapolis, Minnesota 
A Holistic, Missional, Christian Community 
Pastor Doug Pagitt 
Not denominationally affiliated 
Weekly Sunday gatherings at 4:00pm and 6:00pm  
Meets in renovated church building 
 
 
Grace Commons  
Chicago, Illinois 
An exploration of grace-based faith 
Pastor Nanette Sawyer 
Presbyterian congregation 
Gathers “most” Sundays for spiritual practice, 5:30pm  
Rents space from St. James Presbyterian Church, where Nanette Sawyer also serves 
as pastor and spiritual director 
 
  
                                                        
9
 As of January 2015, Mosaic meets three times on Sundays instead of four, at 9:30am, 11:30am, 
and 6pm. Their Wednesday mid-week gatherings remain the same. 
10
 Mosaic meets in a church building formerly the Fifth Church of Christ Scientist which they 
lease from a developer, LeFrak Organization.  
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Congregational Locations Map   
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